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Editorial 

A fundamental archive for the European Pleistocene: The Manzanares and Jarama valleys 

(Madrid, Spain) 

 

The Iberian Peninsula plays a key role in the study of the peopling of Europe during the 
Pleistocene. It provides an alternative migration route from Africa to Europe, via the Strait of 
Gibraltar (Santonja and Villa, 2006; Doronichev and Golovanova, 2010; Sharon, 2011; Bar-
Yosef and Belfer-Cohen, 2013), and could have acted as a shelter area for plant and animal 
species during the glacial periods (Gamble et al., 2004). The valleys of the rivers Manzanares 
and Jarama are located strategically directly in the centre of the Iberian Peninsula, and preserve 
one of the largest assemblages of Pleistocene sites in Europe (Santonja and Querol, 1978; 
Panera and Rubio-Jara, 2002; Rubio-Jara et al., 2016; Rubio-Jara and Panera, in this issue). 

The geological characteristics of the rivers Manzanares and Jarama valleys, together with the 
exploitation of sand and gravel and its proximity to Madrid, have favoured plentiful discoveries 
of Pleistocene lithic industry and faunal remains since 1862 (Vernuil and Lartet, 1863; De 
Prado, 1864). Since the 19th  century this area has become an international historical landmark 
(Panera and Rubio-Jara, 2002): Obermaier paid special attention to it in "Fossil Man in Spain" 
(1923); the 15th International Geological Congress was held in Madrid in 1926; H. Breuil took 
part in the study of lithic assemblages from the Manzanares valley in 1932; the 4th Congress of 
UISPP and the 5th Congress of INQUA were held in Madrid in 1954 and 1957 respectively; in 
1974 L.G. Freeman carried out a review of the Palaeolithic of the Manzanares; in 1980 the 
exceptional monograph about Áridos, one of the key Acheulean sites in Europe, was published 
(Santonja et al., 1980). However, the long and varied interruptions in research, the troubled 
Spanish Second Republic, the Civil War and Franco’s dictatorship meant that research froze for 
nearly half a century, preventing the knowledge of the Palaeolithic to reach the level of other 
European regions of similar importance. For the last two decades, systematic research projects 
have been implemented in the middle and lower stretches of the Jarama and Manzanares rivers 
(Uribelarrea, 2008; Panera, 2009; Rubio-Jara, 2011; López-Recio, 2017), as well as in their 
interfluve (Bárez et al., 2010; Baena Preysler et al., 2015; Baena-Preysler and Navas, 2019). 
Our multidisciplinary research group was set up in 2002 with the purpose of updating the 
knowledge of the Pleistocene in the Manzanares and Jarama rivers. The starting point was the 
publication of a monograph in which different experts updated the existing archaeologic, 
paleontologic and geologic information (Panera, J., and Rubio-Jara, S. (Eds), 2002. “Bifaces y 
elefantes. La investigación del Paleolítico en Madrid”. Zona Arqueológica, 1. Edited by Museo 
Arqueológico Reigonal de la Comunidad de Madrid). Field work was carried out between 2002 
and 2009, and as a result several archaeological sites were found and excavated. The research 
programs have been based on systematic field surveys on sections of fluvial deposits, where a 
large number of industrial assemblages have been recorded in stratigraphic context (Panera, 
2009; Rubio-Jara, 2011). Many were found in gravel bars, and others on overbank facies. This, 
together with a strong chronological timeframe (ESR, TL/OSL; AAR, bioestratigraphy and 
paleomagnetism), provides one of the most complete and continuous documents about the 
Pleistocene in Europe, from MIS 19 to MIS 3, making this area one of the most important 
European archives for our knowledge of the Pleistocene. A good part of the data retrieved 
during field work has been processed, and some of the results are gathered in this special issue 
about climate evolution, landscape, faunal remains, and behaviour of the different species of 
hominins which inhabited the valleys of the rivers Manzanares and Jarama for 800.000 years. 
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The Jarama and Manzanares rivers have created a great number of fluvial terraces, related to 
Quaternary climatic oscillations; tectonics (Alia, 1960; Pérez-González, 1980; Silva et al., 1988, 
1988a; Pérez-González, 1994), isostatic rising and blocks adjustment, and lithological structural 
controls (Pérez-González, 1971). In the high-middle trench of the Jarama valley, 19 terrace 
levels have been recorded between +3-5 m and +190 m. In the lower part of the valley, Miocene 
evaporite-gypsum, which crop out to the east and south of Madrid, have facilitated 
synsedimentary subsidence processes in the underlying karst, affecting terraces with a relative 
level lower than +40 m. These terraces, which upstream are of stepped and perched types, 
overlap the oldest ones, giving rise to the Complex Terrace of Arganda (hereafter CTA) (Pérez-
González, 1971, 1994), over which the current floodplain is set. CTA is made up of 
successively stacked fluvial sequences, named from bottom to top Arganda I, II, III, which 
match up with terraces +30-32 m, +23-24 m, and +18-20m respectively (Pérez-González and 
Uribelarrea, 2002; Panera et al., 2011). In the Manzanares valley, upstream from Madrid, 13 
terrace levels have been recorded between +4-5 m and +95 m (Pérez-González, 1994). This 
system of stepped terraces gives way to a system of complex terraces, named Complex Terrace 
of Butarque (hereafter CTB) (Goy et al., 1989). The terraces formed over evaporitic rocks +25-
30 m, +18-20 m and +12-15 m, are overlapped and affected by the synsedimentary subsidence, 
resulting in a huge thickness increase of dozens of meters. The characteristics of CTA and CTB 
have favoured the preservation of several archaeological sites in autochthonous or 
allochthonous position.  

The chronostratigraphy of these fluvial valleys has been established based on the terrace 
sequence combined with paleomagnetism, biochronological and numerical data. In the Jarama 
and Tagus valleys the first terrace belonging to Matuyama Chron (1r) is T+60–65 m (> 0.780 
Ma; Pérez-González et al., 2013; Pinilla et al., 1995), therefore in the Manzanares valley the 
T+60 m is likely to be the equivalent (Pérez-González et al., 2013). Moreno et al., in this issue, 
provided new numerical ages obtained throw ESR for CTA, which are consistent with the 
timeframe obtained through AAR analysis together with biostratigraphic data (López-Martínez, 
1980; Sesé et al., 2011; Panera et al., 2011): Arganda I unit may be chronologically positioned 
between MIS10 and MIS9, Arganda II unit between MIS8 and MIS7 and Arganda III close to 
the MIS6. Furthermore, these authors propose a new chronology for PRERESA site in the 
Manzanares valley, and therefore for the outcrop of the CTB. Previous OSL dates, 84 ± 5.6 ka 
(Yravedra et al., 2012), and the presence of Microtus cabrerae (Sesé et al., 2011a), pointed to 
PRERESA being characteristic of the first half of the Upper Pleistocene. But ESR dates 
provided by Moreno et al. place this site at the beginning of the MIS 6, making PRERESA the 
oldest record of Microtus cabrerae in the Iberian Peninsula.  

Rubio-Jara and Panera provide a synthesis of the timeframe for the Manzanares valley, and for 
the first time a geochronological context to several tens of Palaeolithic sites since 800 ka, whose 
research will enable their integration into the general framework of the European Pleistocene 
and information about the peopling dynamics in the European SW. This will enable research on 
the variability of the technocomplexes in the same geographic area: flake and core industry 
during the first half of the Middle Pleistocene; Acheulean between MIS 13/11 and MIS 7/6; the 
coexistence between the Acheulean and the Middle Palaeolithic towards the end of the Middle 
Pleistocene; the peopling dynamics of Neanderthal groups in the open air during the Late 
Pleistocene; and the human occupation in the interior of the Iberian Peninsula during the Late 
Pleniglacial. 
 
The analysis of micromammals, herpetofauna, malacofauna and pollen identified in several 
Middle and Late Pleistocene sites has allowed the reconstruction of the landscape and climate 
from MIS 11/10 to MIS 5 at the Manzanares and Jarama valleys. The study of long 
archaeological successions and chronological periods in the same environment, presented in 
these works, is key to understanding the differences between global and regional climate 
evolution, as well as the study of the ecosystem dynamics, which is of great relevance on the 
Iberian Peninsula due to the current Global Change scenario (Van Kolfschoten et al., 2003; 
Tzedakis et al., 2013). Gil-García et al. presents in this volume the landscape evolution during 
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the last 379 ka through the pollen analysis of eight sequences obtained at different sites of CTB 
and CTA, which point to a high pollen variability that is consistent with the climatic changes 
recorded to millenial/multimillenial scale, although some local and/or regional particularities 
exist. On the other hand, Blain et al. show a regional synthesis of the palaeoclimatic and 
palaeoenvironmental data and their influence on the biodiversity during the Pleistocene through 
amphibian and reptile assemblages obtained from six archaeological sites of CTB and CTA, 
from MIS 11b to MIS 5a, which has allowed the reconstruction of part of the climate instability 
with high-amplitude and rapid shifts of the last 450 ka, among three different landscapes: glacial 
landscape, a landscape of transition from cool to temperate climatic conditions, and an 
interglacial landscape. Finally, through non-marine mollusc analysis, Aparicio et al. has 
characterized the climate and the landscape of the Acheulean site Valdocarros II (end MIS 8-
beginning MIS 7). The Pleistocene history of non-marine molluscs in the Iberian Peninsula has 
been scarcely addressed. Twelve freshwater specimens and eigteen land mollusc taxa have been 
differentiated, such as Xerotricha madritensis endemic to the Iberian Peninsula. The 
malacofauna shows a site characterized by a temperate climate and open areas with riverside 
vegetation, and could correspond with an interstadial.  

PRERESA is one of the few open air sites of the end of the Middle Pleistocene of the Iberian 
Peninsula with a well contextualized association of lithic industry of the Middle Palaeolithic and 
faunal remains, and with evidence of Neanderthal exploitation of this fauna. The publication to 
date highlighted the anthropic exploitation of a proboscidean of which the marrow had been 
used (Yravedra et al., 2012). In this issue, Yravedra et al. analyse the rest of faunal remains, 
among which a significant number of cut and percussion marks have been identified, suggesting 
human exploitation of the flesh and the marrow, and proving that the site was recurrently visited 
by Neanderthal groups with the purpose of processing such mammals. In addition, the presence 
of two individuals of Haploidoceros mediterraneus is outstanding, as this species barely has 
been identified (Made and Mazo, 2014). During the excavation seasons at PRERESA, several 
clusters of small mammals, named fossil pellet, were identified. The presence of such 
concentrations is uncommon in open-air sites. In this volume, García-Morato et al. analyse the 
taphonomy of the microvertebrates, which must be considered essential in order to establish the 
degree of completeness of the archaeological record in fluvial environments.  This analysis has 
enabled the description of the sedimentary environment of the floodplain where the PRERESA 
site was developed, suggesting a fluvial system characterized by low or null energy flow. Also, 
a humid environment probably existed, which provides consistency to the pellet forming a mass 
of hair and bones. The analysis of several taphonomic traits, such as anatomical representation, 
breakage, and digestion, have allowed the identification of the agent that produced the small 
mammal assemblage of PRERESA, a nocturnal raptor, most likely an Eagle owl (Bubo bubo). 
 
ETB-H02 (MIS 6 or MIS 7 cold event) is one of the few Middle Pleistocene sites of the Iberian 
Peninsula where lithic industry and faunal remains are associated, and have been retrieved from 
an excavated area of 1029 m2 (Álvarez Catalán et al., 2009; De los Arcos et al., 2008; 2010). 
The association of amphibia and reptiles of ETB-H02 show the coldest climatic conditions 
registered in palaeolithic sites in the interior of Iberian Peninsula (Blain et al. in this issue). 
Through the taphonomic and zooarcheological analyses of faunal remains, Yravedra et al. show 
in this volume that the human occupations were occasional although recurrent at ETB-H02. 
Therefore, if the human occupation of the Spanish Meseta occurred during a cold climate event, 
then neither the continental climate nor the height of this area were an obstacle to occupation 
during the Middle Pleistocene. 
 
Bones of Praedama sp. (the same as Megaloceros according to Lister, 1994 and Made, 2001) 
were found in Transfesa/Tafesa, in the T +25-30 m of the Manzanares valley. Through the 
revision of these remains, Made in this issue maintains that this is not Megaloceros savini but a 
different subspecies, Megaloceros matritensis (the last descendent of the species Megaloceros). 
It has been described here for the first time based on material from ten localities along the 
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Manzanares River. It should be contemporary with Megaloceros gigantius and would be placed 
between MIS 11 and MIS 10.  
 
An updated revision and a state of the art of the hominin exploitation of proboscideans in the 
Central Iberian Peninsula has been carried out by Yravedra et al. in this issue. In the 
Manzanares and Jarama valleys, a substantial number of sites with Acheulean lithic industry 
associated with elephant remains, as well as evidence dating to the Middle Palaeolithic have 
been recorded. This implies that Mousterian groups made use of these animal resources in a 
similar way to the Acheulean groups, and therefore the exploitation of mega-mammals for food 
was a recurrent phenomenon during the Acheulean and Middle Palaeolithic in the interior of the 
Iberian Peninsula, whereas in the European sites the evidence of proboscidean exploitation is 
substantially greater in number during the Lower Palaeolithic than during the Middle 
Palaeolithic. 
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