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1 Overview of the Torralba Site

Thesiteof Torralba,namedafteranearbyvillage,is situatedin north-centralSpain,156km

northeastof Madrid; it liesneartheendof avalley cutby theAmbrona-Masegarriver. Two

km upstreamis anothersignificantsitenamedAmbrona.Animal boneswerediscoveredat

Torralbain 1888whenwatermainswerelaid duringtheconstructionof arailway. Between

1909and1911,theMarqúesdeCerralbo carriedoutexcavations,but neverpublishedafull

descriptionof his findings. Torralbalay unnoticeduntil 1961-63,whenF. Clark Howell

conductedexcavationsat theremainingintactportionof thesite;healsoconductedfurther

excavationsin 1980-81,and1984.

Torralbais significantbecauseevidenceof ancienthominid activity wasfoundamong

theanimalremains.This wasusedto suggestthatearlyhumanswereinvolvednotonly in
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animalbutchery, but in organizedhuntingactivitiesaswell.

2 Excavations

Unfortunately, no detailedplansremainof how the Marqúesde Cerralbo conductedhis

excavation. The artifacts that he recoveredstill exist, but without their associationsin

thearchaeologicalrecord(Howell, 1966:122);theseinclude537stonesidentifiedasbeing

shapedby humans(includingbifaces,flaketools,andwasteflakes)and28piecesof shaped

wood.As well, thebonesof anumberof mammalswererecovered,mostlyelephant,horse,

anddeerbones.

The 1961-63excavationsby Howell appearto have beenconductedmoresystemati-

cally. Testpitsweredugto determinethetypeof stratigraphypresent(Howell, 1966:114),

showing layersof claycorrespondingto swampdepositsin which9 to 10“occupationsur-

faces”wereidentified(Klein, 1987:14). An areaundisturbedby Cerralbo wasthenparti-

tionedinto one-metresquares,andahorizontalexcavationconductedof 300squaremetres

(no samplingstrategy is apparenthere). Bonesandtoolsweremapped,drawn, andpho-

tographedbeforebeingremoved andcatalogued;largerboneswerealsoencasedin plaster

(Howell, 1965:87).It is importantto note,however, thatdespitethis seemingattentionto

detail, no fine screeningwasconductedduring Howell’s excavationsof Torralba(Klein,

1987:23).
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Howell recoveredmany shapedstonesfrom this excavation - 697 of them. About a

quarterwerebifacetools,createdby strikingstonewith stone(althoughsomewerefinished

with bone,antler, or wood tools); mostof thesewerecleaversasopposedto hand-axes.

Flake toolsarealsoverycommon.Of these,side-scrapersanddenticulatesmakeup about

half, while notchesor becsarethenext mostfrequent.Otherflake toolslike borer, knives,

andpointedflakeswerepresentin low frequency. Howell notesthattheworkmanship and

techniqueusedin thestoneareindicative of Lower Acheuliantechnology, andaresimilar

to thosefoundamongHomoErectussitesin Africa. Examiningthestonesfurther, healso

notesthatcoresarevery rareamongtheassemblage,suggesting that theflake toolswere

fashionedelsewhere(Howell, 1966:132-137). Later analysisof the materialsusedshow

that thebifacial toolsweremadefrom limestoneandchertavailableat thesite,while the

flakesweremadefrom quartziteandflint which wereprocuredfrom elsewhere(Binford,

1987:76).

Theexcavationby Howell alsorevealedmany bones.Noteworthyassemblagesinclude

(Howell, 1966:123-5):

� therelatively completeskeletalremainsof the left sideof a largeelephant,with the

bonesof its right sidescatterednearby;

� anelephantskull restingupright,with thecranialvault“deliberatelysmashedaway”;

and
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� anassemblageof largeelephantbonessetout in a lineareast-westfashion.

Basedon tuskcounts,Howell concludesthereareat least30-35elephants.Basedonbone

counts,healsoconcludestherewerehalf asmany horses,andaurochsanddeerin smaller

numbers.

Howell alsonotesthata thin layerof charcoalandcarbonwasfoundscatteredwidely

over thesite(Howell, 1965:84). No humanfossils(teethor bone)werefound.

3 Interpretation

Torralbadoesnot containmaterialssuitablefor radiometricdating, and the site cannot

bedatedgeologically;anestimatebasedon thefaunaandthegeologicsettingplacesit at

500,000
�

200,000yearsold (Klein, 1987:14). Howell datesthesiteto earlierthan300,000

years(Howell, 1965:85),while Faganhasnotedthatthedatingof thesiteis disputable,and

givesfiguresof 200,000or 400,000yearsago(Fagan,1998:94).

F.C. Howell’s interpretationof the archaeologicalrecordis depictedin vivid artistic

detailin his1965work “Early Man”, whichhasbeendescribedbyBinfordasan“extremely

influential book”(Binford, 1987:49). As no humanfossils or hearthswere ever found,

Torralbawasprobablynot a residentialarea.Instead,Howell interpretedthelargenumber

of animalremainsasa hominid kill site, andproof that hominids herehad“reachedthe
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point of beingable to kill very large animals”basedon his recovery of elephantbones.

Howell assertsthattheirdeathcouldonly havebeenbroughtaboutby humansasshown by

theboneevidence;theelephantsbones“were far andaway too numerousto beexplained

away ashaving gottenthereby accident”.He alsonotestheir condition;many (including

the largest)hadbeenbroken “presumablyto get at the marrow”; asearliernoted,he has

statedthatanelephantskull wasdeliberatelysmashedpresumablyto retrievethebrainsfor

consumption (Howell, 1965:84).

As stonetools were found amongthe bones,Howell concludesthat hominids were

thusdirectly involved in causingthe deathof the elephants.Noting that the flaked stone

toolswerecreatedelsewhere,hesuggeststhatsuchactivity musthavebeenpreplannedand

deliberate(implying thatthehunting of elephantswasalsoa preplannedactivity). Howell

then extrapolatesfurther, suggestingfurther hominid behaviour to fit the evidence. He

interpretsthepresenceof charcoalasasignthatgrassandbrushwassetonfire overa large

area;heassertsthiswasdoneby huntersdriving elephantsinto themudwherethey would

thenbemiredandeasilykilled. Regardingthedistinctassemblages,Howell hassuggested

that theleft sideof theelephantskeletonwasa resultof humansbutcheringonly theright

sideof the elephant,and that the linear arrangementof boneswasusedby hominids to

bettercrosstheswamp(Howell, 1965:94-97).

Basedonthis interpretation,Howell concludesthathominids(HomoErectus,basedon

6



thestonetools)werecapableof of coordinatedhunting,evento theextentthat“it mustbe

assumed”HomoErectus“had somepowersof speech”in orderto planandexecutesuch

an animaldrive (Howell, 1965:83).This interpretationhadfar reachingconsequences;it

implied that Homo Erectuswasintellectuallysuperiorto his Australopithecusancestors,

andthathealso“wasavegetarianturnedmeateater”(Howell, 1965:79).

4 Reinterpretations

Throughtheuseof middlerangetheory, newerwork hasquestionedHowell’sinterpretation

of thearchaeologicalrecord.Lewis Binford pointedout in 1981thattheminimumnumber

of animalsatany singleoccupationlevel atTorralbais lessthanfifteen,implying thatonly

a few animalswerekilled over thelong periodof time requiredto form thesite(Shipman

& Rose,1983:466). Howell respondedto thisargumentwith evidencethatthebonesfrom

TorralbaandAmbronashoweddirect alterationby hominids- cutmarksfrom stonetools

whichweremarksof humanbutcheryonthebones(Shipman& Rose,1983:466). However,

Shipman& Rose(1983) have shown usingscanningelectronmicroscopic analysisthat

thesemarksarein factinfrequent.They suggestthatthemany groovesontheboneswhich

wereat first interpretedascutmarksmay have beeninsteadleft by geologicalprocesses

suchas the settlingof gravel, or by freezingandthawing. They alsopoint out that any

genuinecutmarkshave beenseverely erodedby post-depositional destructive processes.
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Indeed,Butzerhasnotedthatmany rocksatTorralbawerefracturedby frost,andthatthere

is strongevidencefor sagging,slumping,andothererosionprocessesduringtheformation

of thesite(Butzer,1965:1718).

Elsewhere,Klein hasnotedthatHowell “assumedthatthepresenceof artifactsatasite

indicatedthatpeoplehadkilled andbutcheredtheanimalsrepresentedby bones”,but that

today“nothing canbe assumedaboutthe relationshipbetweenartifactsandbonesat any

archeological[sic]site” (Klein, 1987:17).HearguesthattheartifactsatTorralbaaresimply

not numerousenoughto prove that humanswere directly responsible, and that it could

be imaginedthat the artifactsandbonescould have beenassociatedby chancenearthe

watersource.Klein hasalsorecountedthe minimumnumberof individualswhich could

have accountedfor thebones,andcomesup with numbersfar lower thanHowell’s initial

estimates(for example, hecountsonly between1 and8 elephants).He alsonotesthatthe

fossil evidencehasbeenbadlydamagedandhasbeensubjectto transportby water;these

mayhave led to brokenbonesanddisorderingof theassemblages.

In a later analysis,Lewis Binford givesfurther criticism of Howell’s interpretationof

Torralbaasa huntingsite(Binford, 1987).His researchpoints out thatthepatternof bone

breakagecould have beencausedby naturalagents,andconcludesthat the evidencefor

bonetool making is not supportedby middle rangetheory. He alsopointsout that fire

occursnaturallyin ecosystems;andthatin abogecosystem,thecharcoalwouldfloat to the
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surfaceandthenbedepositedwhenthewatereventually evaporates,thuscreateda layerof

carbon.

Instead,Binford notesthatmarginal food parts- skull partsandlimb bones- aremost

prevalentamongtheskeletons.In addition,denticulateandnotch-typestonetoolsarefound

nearthesebody parts,while scraper, cores,choppers,andbifacesare found nearentire

carcasses.Binford concludesthat this associationexists for a functionalreason- that the

denticulatesandnotchesaremoreadaptedto the processingof marginal food parts. As

theselatter typesof stonetools aremoreprevalentat Torralba,Binford suggeststhat the

dominantactivity wastheprocessingof scavengedkills by hominidswhowerenotengaged

in preplannedhunting, but insteadhappenedby chanceuponanimal remnants.He also

pointsto thebifacetoolswhichwerecreatedfrom limestoneat thesiteasevidencethatthe

hominidswerenotengagedin preplannedactivity.

PaolaVilla statesbluntly that“it is no longerpossibleto view Torralbaasanelephant

huntingsite” (Villa, 1990:307). At thesametime,shecomparesthearchaeologicalrecord

of Torralbawith anothersite in Spain,Aridos. There,shefinds evidenceto supportthe

theorythathominidswerecapableof organizedhunting,suggesting thathominid behaviour

wasvariablebetweenscavengingandhunting.

Villa thenarguesthatBinford’s conclusionsaretoohasty;shenotesthatnoanalysisof

theformationprocesseshasbeenconducted,thatthesitehasbeenbadlydisturbed(asnoted
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by Butzer),andthat thereforeno strongconclusioncanbe drawn aboutTorralbawithout

comparisonto otherancientsites.

5 Conclusion

Theevidencefoundat theTorralbasitehasbeenusedto show thatHomoErectuswasca-

pableof killin g large animalssuchaselephants,therebysupportingthe theorythat they

weresociallyadvancedenoughto cooperateandcommunicatein suchanendeavour (Fa-

gan,1998:93). However, this interpretationhasbeenquestioned,astheevidenceis not at

all conclusive. A greatdealof suchevidencehasbeenlostdueto theMarqúesdeCerralbo

amateurexcavation, aswell asthe lack of sifting carriedout by Howell. As well, erosion

andwaterflow have damagedmuchof the fossil evidenceandshifted the recordout of

context. With suchabadlydamagedsite,theonly sureconclusionthatcanbedrawn is that

hominidsengagedin butcheryof animalsatTorralba.A strongerunderstandingof thegeo-

logicalprocessesaswell ascomparisonwith otherancientHomoErectussitesmayleadto

betterconclusionsaboutthehuntingbehaviour of ancienthumans,which in turn leadsto a

betterpictureof their socialorganization.
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