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THE SMALL VERTEBRATES OF LA CUEVA DE LOS PIOJOS 
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THE ENDING NORTHGRIPIAN OF THE EBRO VALLEY
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La Cueva de los Piojos is a small cave located on the right flank of the Ebro basin (Zaragoza 
province), 364 metres above sea level (m.a.s.l). The systematic excavation of the place (2016–
2017) showed that it was used as a sepulchral site from the late Neolithic to the Iron Age. Here 
we analyse the small vertebrates recovered from the archaeological layers bearing late Neolithic 
human remains and tools: level 1 (white, carbonate silty sediment; radiocarbon date of 4372 ± 30 
BP) and level 2 (brown, sandy sediment). The stratigraphic relation among them is unclear. They 
outcrop at different zones of the main cave-hall but contain archaeological remains consistent 
with a synchronous origin. The small vertebrates identified are: Rhinolophus ferrumequinum, 
Myotis myotis, Myotis sp., Crocidura russula, Arvicola amphibius, Microtus pyrenaicus, Apodemus 
sylvaticus, Eliomys quercinus, Perdix perdix, Lagopus lagopus, Accipiter gentilis, Accipiter nisus, 
Falco naumanni, Falco tinnunculus, Columba livia/oenas, Corvus monedula, Pica pica, Pyrrhocorax 
pyrrhocorax, Pyrrhocorax sp., Anura indet. and Lacertidae indet. Despite the little quantity of 
remains, the biodiversity is high: at least 10 different birds (214 remains) and eight different small 
mammals (92 remains). The association is dominated by the field mice, a generalist species 
with preference for open and humid habitats (like the birds of prey, corvids and partridges) and 
wooded areas (like the willow ptarmigan). Differences between the two levels are given by the 
presence of minority taxa: A. amphibius and M. pyrenaicus at level 1; C. russula and Myotis sp. 
at level 2. Although ptarmigans were common throughout Europe back in the Pleistocene, the 
presence of L. lagopus (a circumpolar bird) here and then is striking. Together with the presence 
of M. pyrenaicus, this could indicate a moment of colder conditions than nowadays or an 
important reduction in the extant distribution of these two species. However, this contrasts with 
the presence of taxa with warmer Mediterranean affinities, such as A. sylvaticus, C. russula or F. 
naumanni among others, conforming a mixed association with no current analogues.

Keywords: Quaternary, Holocene, Cave-site, Palaeoclimate, Palaeoecology, Palaeonvironmental 
archaeology.
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