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1 Oveview of the Torralba Site

Thesiteof Torralba,namedafteranearbyvillage, is situatedn north-centraSpain,156km
northeasof Madrid; it liesneartheendof avalley cutby the Ambrona-Masgarriver. Two
km upstreanis anothersignificantsite namedAmbrona.Animal boneswverediscoveredat
Torralbain 1888whenwatermainswerelaid duringthe constructiorof arailway. Between
1909and1911 theMarquesde Cerrdbo carriedout excavatiors, but never publisheda full
descriptionof his findings. Torralbalay unnoticeduntil 1961-63,whenF. Clark Howell
conductedxcavationsattheremainingintactportionof the site; healsoconductedurther
excavationsin 1980-81,and1984.

Torralbais significantbecausevidenceof ancienthominid actvity wasfoundamong

theanimalremains.This wasusedto suggesthatearlyhumanswvereinvolvednotonly in



animalbutchery but in organizechuntingactvities aswell.

2 Excavations

Unfortunately no detailedplansremainof how the Marqués de Cerralbo conductedhis
excavation. The artifactsthat he recoveredstill exist, but without their associationsn
thearchaeologicalecord(Howell, 1966122);theseinclude537 stonesdentifiedasbeing
shapedy humangincludingbifacesflake tools,andwasteflakes)and28 piecesof shaped
wood. As well, thebonesof anumberof mammalsvererecovered mostlyelephanthorse,
anddeerbones.

The 1961-63excavationsby Howell appearto have beenconductedmore systemati-
cally. Testpitsweredugto determinethetype of stratigraphypresen{Howell, 1966114),
shawing layersof clay correspondingo swampdepositan which 9 to 10 “occupationsur
faces”wereidentified(Klein, 1987:1). An areaundistubedby Cerrdbo wasthenparti-
tionedinto one-metresquaresanda horizontalexcavationconductedf 300squaremetres
(no samplingstratey is apparentere). Bonesandtools were mappeddravn, andpho-
tographedeforebeingremoved andcataloguedtargerboneswerealsoencasedn plaster
(Howell, 1965:87).1t is importantto note,however, thatdespitethis seemingattentionto
detail, no fine screeningwas conductedduring Howell’s excavationsof Torralba(Klein,

1987:23).



Howell recoreredmary shapedstonesfrom this excavation - 697 of them. About a
guartemnwerebifacetools,createdy striking stonewith stone(althoughsomewerefinished
with bone,antlet or wood tools); mostof thesewere clearers as opposedo hand-aes.
Flake toolsarealsovery common.Of these side-scraperanddenticulatesnake up about
half, while notchesor becsarethe next mostfrequent.Otherflake toolslik e borer, knives,
andpointedflakeswerepresenin low frequeng. Howell notesthatthe workmanshp and
techniqueusedin the stoneareindicative of Lower Acheuliantechnologyandaresimilar
to thosefoundamongHomo Erectussitesin Africa. Examiningthe stonedurther, healso
notesthat coresare very rareamongthe assemblagesuggestig that the flake toolswere
fashionedelsavhere (Howell, 1966:132137). Later analysisof the materialsusedshaw
thatthe bifacial tools were madefrom limestoneandchertavailableat the site, while the
flakeswere madefrom quartziteandflint which were procuredfrom elsavhere(Binford,
1987:76).

Theexcavationby Howell alsorevealedmary bones.Notewvorthy assemblagesclude

(Howell, 1966:13-5):

¢ therelatively completeskeletalremainsof theleft sideof alarge elephantwith the
bonesof its right sidescatteredearby;
e anelephanskull restingupright,with the cranialvault“deliberatelysmashea@way”;

and



e anassemblagef large elephanbonessetoutin alineareast-westashion.

Basedon tusk counts,Howell concludeghereareatleast30-35elephantsBasedon bone
counts he alsoconcludegherewerehalf asmary horsesandaurochsanddeerin smaller
numbers.

Howell alsonotesthata thin layerof charcoalandcarbonwasfound scatteredvidely

overthesite (Howell, 1965:8!). No humanfossils(teethor bone)werefound.

3 Interpretation

Torralbadoesnot contain materialssuitablefor radiometricdating, and the site cannot
be datedgeologically;an estimate basedon the faunaandthe geologicsettingplacesit at
500,000+ 200,000yearsold (Klein, 198714). Howell dateghesiteto earlierthan300,000
years(Howell, 1965:85) while Faganhasnotedthatthedatingof thesiteis disputabé, and
givesfiguresof 200,0000r 400,000yearsago(Fagan,1998:94.

F.C. Howell's interpretationof the archaeologicaftecordis depictedin vivid artistic
detailin his1965work “Early Man”, whichhasbeendescribedy Binford asan“extremely
influential book”(Binford, 1987:49). As no humanfossils or hearthswere ever found,
Torralbawasprobablynot aresidentialarea.Instead Howell interpretedhe large number

of animalremainsasa hominid kill site, and proof that hominids herehad“reachedthe



point of beingableto kill very large animals”basedon his recovery of elephantbones.
Howell assertshattheir deathcouldonly have beenbroughtaboutby humansasshovn by

theboneevidence;the elephantdbones‘were far andaway too numeroudo be explained
away ashaving gottenthereby accident”. He alsonotestheir condition; mary (including

the largest)had beenbroken “presumablyto get at the marrawv”; asearliernoted,he has
statedthatanelephanskull wasdeliberatelysmashegresumablyo retrieve the brainsfor

consumpbn (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
toolswerecreatecklsavhere,he suggestshatsuchactivity musthave beenpreplannednd
deliberatg(implying thatthe hunting of elephantsvasalsoa preplannedactiity). Howell
then extrapolatesfurther, suggestingurther homind behaiour to fit the evidence. He
interpretshepresencef charcoabsa signthatgrassandbrushwassetonfire overalarge
area;he assertghis wasdoneby huntersdriving elephantsnto the mudwherethey would
thenbemiredandeasilykilled. Regardingthedistinctassemblage$jowell hassuggested
thatthe left sideof the elephantkeletonwasa resultof humansbutcheringonly theright
side of the elephant,andthat the linear arrangemenof boneswas usedby hominids to
bettercrossthe swamp(Howell, 1965:94-97.

BasedonthisinterpretationHowell concludeghathominids (HomoErectusbasedn



the stonetools) werecapableof of coordinatechunting, evento the extentthat“it mustbe
assumed’Homo Erectus*had somepowersof speech’in orderto planandexecutesuch
ananimaldrive (Howell, 1965:83). This interpretatiorhadfar reachingconsequencest
implied that Homo Erectuswas intellectually superiorto his Australopihecusancestors,

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

4 Reinterpretations

Throughtheuseof middlerangetheory neverwork hasquestimedHowell’sinterpretation
of thearchaeologicalecord.Lewis Binford pointedoutin 1981thatthe minimum number
of animalsatary singleoccupatiorlevel at Torralbais lessthanfifteen,implying thatonly
a few animalswerekilled over the long periodof time requiredto form the site (Shipman
& R0se1983:466. Howell respondedo this agumentwith evidencethatthebonesfrom
Torralbaand Ambronashaved direct alterationby hominids- cutmarksfrom stonetools
whichweremarksof humanbutcheryonthebonegShipman% Rose 1983:4®). However,
Shipman& Rose(1983) have shovn using scanningelectronmicroscopt analysisthat
thesemarksarein factinfrequent.They suggesthatthe mary groovesontheboneswhich
were at first interpretedas cutmarksmay have beeninsteadleft by geologicalprocesses
suchasthe settling of gravel, or by freezingandthaving. They alsopoint out that any

genuinecutmarkshave beenseverely erodedby post-deposibnal destructve processes.



Indeed Butzerhasnotedthatmary rocksat Torralbawerefracturedby frost,andthatthere
is strongevidencefor sagging slumping, andothererosionprocesseduringtheformation
of the site (Butzer,1965:1718).

Elsewvhere Klein hasnotedthatHowell “assumedhatthe presencef artifactsata site
indicatedthatpeoplehadkilled andbutcheredhe animalsrepresentethy bones”,but that
today“nothing canbe assumedboutthe relationshipbetweenartifactsand bonesat ary
archeological[sickite” (Klein, 1987:17).He aguesthatthe artifactsat Torralbaaresimgy
not numerousenoughto prove that humanswere directly responsit#, andthatit could
be imaginedthat the artifactsand bonescould have beenassociatedy chancenearthe
watersource.Klein hasalsorecountedhe minimum numberof individualswhich could
have accountedor the bones,andcomesup with numbersar lower thanHowell’' s initial
estimategfor exampk, he countsonly betweenl and8 elephants)He alsonotesthatthe
fossil evidencehasbeenbadly damagedindhasbeensubjectto transportoy water;these
may have led to brokenbonesanddisorderingof theassemblages.

In alater analysis,Lewis Binford givesfurther criticism of Howell’'s interpretationof
Torralbaasa huntingsite (Binford, 1987). His researctpoints out thatthe patternof bone
breakagecould have beencausedoy naturalagents,and concludeshat the evidencefor
bonetool makingis not supportedby middle rangetheory He also points out that fire

occursnaturallyin ecosystemsandthatin abogecosystemhe charcoawouldfloatto the



surfaceandthenbedepositedvhenthewaterevenually evaporatesthuscreateda layerof
carbon.

Instead Binford notesthatmarginal food parts- skull partsandlimb bones- aremost
prevalentamongtheskeletons.In addition,denticulaé andnotch-typestonetoolsarefound
nearthesebody parts,while scraper cores,choppersandbifacesare found nearentire
carcassesBinford concludeghatthis associatiorexists for a functionalreason thatthe
denticulatesand notchesare more adaptedo the processingdf maiginal food parts. As
theselatter typesof stonetools are more prevalentat Torralba,Binford suggestghatthe
dominantactvity wastheprocessingf scavengedkills by homnidswhowerenotengaged
in preplannechunting but insteadhappenedy chanceuponanimalremnants.He also
pointsto the bifacetoolswhich werecreatedrom limesbneatthe siteasevidencethatthe
homindswerenotengagedn preplannedctuity.

PaolaVilla statesbluntly that“it is nolongerpossibleto view Torralbaasanelephant
huntingsite” (Villa, 1990:3@). At the sametime, shecompareshe archaeologicatecord
of Torralbawith anothersite in Spain,Aridos. There,shefinds evidenceto supportthe
theorythathomirnds werecapableof organizechuntirg, suggestig thathominid behaiour
wasvariablebetweerscavengingandhunting.

Villa thenamuesthatBinford’s conclusimsaretoo hasty;shenotesthatno analysisof

theformationprocesselasbeenconductedthatthesitehasbeenbadlydisturbed(asnoted



by Butzer),andthat thereforeno strongconclusioncanbe dravn aboutTorralbawithout

comparisorto otherancientsites.

5 Conclugon

The evidencefound at the Torralbasite hasbeenusedto shov thatHomo Erectusvasca-
pableof killing large animalssuchas elephantstherebysupportingthe theorythat they
weresocially advancedenoughto cooperateandcommuncatein suchanendeaour (Fa-
gan,1998:93. However, this interpretatiorhasbeenquestiord, asthe evidenceis not at
all conclusve. A greatdealof suchevidencehasbeenlostdueto the Marquesde Cerrdbo
amateurexcavation, aswell asthe lack of sifting carriedout by Howell. As well, erosion
andwaterflow have damagednuchof the fossil evidenceand shifted the recordout of
contet. With suchabadlydamagedite,theonly sureconclusionthatcanbedrawvn is that
hominidsengagedn butcheryof animalsat Torralba.A strongemunderstandingf thegeo-
logical processeaswell ascomparisorwith otherancientHomoErectussitesmayleadto
betterconclusiams aboutthe huntingbehaiour of ancienthumanswhichin turnleadsto a

betterpictureof their socialorganization.
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