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The Palaeolithic Universe

Prehistory begins with the appearance of the human species and ends with
the invention of writing. It is by far the longest period in the history of hu-
mankind, for 99.9% of human evolution took place during these millennia,
while the rest of history accounts for a mere 0.1%. This period was marked
by an acceleration of the processes of biological and technological transfor-
mation, and by the development of a social and cultural complexity that be-
came more pronounced over time.

Origins

The exhibition opens with a reflection on what defines us as humans from a
biological, technological and social perspective. This is presented in three
sections which display the most important fossils related to the origin of our
lineage in Africa, the appearance of the first Homo species and their expan-
sion to other continents, and the first settlement of Europe around 1.3 mi-
llion years ago. In the middle of this area is a reconstruction of the skeleton
of Lucy, the Australopithecine who has long been regarded as our possible di-
rect ancestor, and a sculpture of the boy from Lake Turkana, the most com-
plete Homo ergaster fossil ever found. 

Land of Subsistence

Europe was systematically settled for the first time over the course of the
Middle Pleistocene (600,000-200,000 years ago). In the challenging envi-
ronmental conditions of these latitudes –extremely volatile weather and
markedly seasonal availability of plant resource– human survival depended
on efficient technology and land use strategies.

Three display cases sum up the key factors of the Early Palaeolithic. The first,
Technological Breakthroughs, documents the advances made in hunting tech-
nology and the importance of controlling fire. An audiovisual illustrates the
methods used to fashion tools of stone and wood and to make fire. The se-
cond, Among Elephants and Other Beasts, shows a wide variety of remains of
fauna, from large animals like elephants to small rodents and reptiles that
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Cleaver, Arenero Dos Hermanos

<

coexisted with Homo heidelbergensis, the principal predator. Finally, Varied
Environments displays a sizeable selection of stone tools from different ha-
bitats (rivers, lakes and caves) which suggest that, even 400,000 years ago,
these human groups used different territories in different ways and had the
ability to plan ahead with regard to the resources they exploited.
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Land of Enigmas

Two display cases are dedicated to this period of the Middle Palaeolithic and
the transition to the Upper Palaeolithic. The first addresses the Neanderthals,
a species whose physical constitution was well suited to cold weather con-
ditions, although they lived in many different climates over time. The ani-
mal remains and Mousterian lithic points typical of this period displayed
here testify to the importance of hunting as the main source of food. Nean-
derthal hunting strategies evidence a complex social organisation, knowledge
of the habits of their prey and well-coordinated planning. 

The second display case, The End of the Neanderthals, brings us to the tran-
sition from the Middle to Upper Palaeolithic, when the last Neanderthals co-
existed with Homo sapiens in Europe. In certain regions, transitional
industries were developed that combined traits of Mousterian technology
with others characteristic of the Upper Palaeolithic, as we can see in the ar-
tefacts on display. This exhibit also contains numerous examples of symbo-
lic practices associated with the Neanderthals during this time of transition:
personal ornaments, the use of ochre to paint and embellish the body, and
the decoration of certain objects
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The Land of Enigmas also boasts a life-size sculpture of a Neanderthal
woman based on the latest research done at the archaeological site of Sidrón
Cave. This work is documented in detail in a video which illustrates the po-
tential of palaeogenetic analysis for studying fossils of human populations
like the Neanderthals.

Land of Myths

Symbolic behaviour became widespread during the Upper Palaeolithic, and
nowhere is this more evident than in the development of art. Human groups
increased their territorial mobility, exchanged raw materials and ideas, and
intensified their use of the land with the discovery of new food resources.
Five display cases review the most significant developments of this period. 

The first, New Fashions, New Forms, presents a sampling of the most typical
stone tools, fashioned using a more efficient knapping technique, along with
new instruments made of bone and antler. The diversity of forms was not
merely a reflection of different users, for fashions also varied from one region
to the next.
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Jarama Wolverine
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Engraved Scapula from El Castillo Cave

The second case, The Cold Lands, and the third, The Last Hunters, contain an
ample array of tools, ornaments and animal remains that offers an overview
of the different periods of the Upper Palaeolithic, when Homo sapiens was
the uncontested protagonist. An audiovisual production tells us about the
ways of life and social organisation of a typical Magdalenian camp based on
an exhaustive spatial analysis of archaeological sites.

<
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The final two cases in this gallery, Palaeolithic Art: Animated Objects, pre-
sent portable works of art made out of various materials: stone, bone, antler
and ivory. The most common decorative themes are animal figures –cervids,
goats, horses and aurochs– and geometric motifs such as zigzags, saltires, V-
shapes, grids, etc. These graphic expressions contain an encoded language
and served as methods of communication as well as distinctive elements
identifying each human group.

The exceptional group of decorated scapulae from Castillo Cave has pride
of place within the exhibit on portable art. They were found during excava-
tions in the early 20th century on a level associated with the Lower Magda-
lenian, making it possible to date examples of rock art in a similar style whose
age had been a mystery up to that point. 

Finally, a video about Palaeolithic rock art shows us the geographic distri-
bution, motifs, techniques, chronology and difficulty of interpreting this gra-
phic system which has survived to our day.

This area also features several large-format illustrations that testify to the
importance of the landscape in these early periods of prehistory and recrea-
te different aspects of life in the Palaeolithic.       
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Late Prehistoric Landscapes and 
Societies

Climate Change

The itinerary in this gallery begins with the process of technological, econo-
mic, social and symbolic transformation of human societies which, between
8,000 and 5,600 BC, evolved from hunter-gatherers to producers. 

The Living Forest and Trail-blazers and Shadow-makers reflect the principal
innovations and new forms of graphic expression, exemplified by the pla-
quettes from the Cave of Cocina. A video explains the sweeping environ-
mental changes that accompanied the dawn of the Holocene and how they
affected animal and plant species, modifying and increasing the range of re-
sources available to human groups.  

You Shall Inherit the Earth: Farming Societies

Approximately 7,000 years ago, the emergence of a productive economy
based on agriculture and animal husbandry triggered processes of sedenta-
rism and the anthropisation of the landscape, giving rise to new activities,
technology, rites and beliefs that marked the dawn of the Neolithic era. The
display case on Domestication illustrates this change with remains of animals
and grains as well as several tools related to farming activity, most notably the
sickle from La Draga.  

Sedentism and Storage presents some of the large clay storage vessels which,
along with silos, allowed humans to store their food surpluses. Changes in the
Menu examines the Neolithic diet and the invention of new utensils –hand
mills, cooking pots, grindstones, spoons, knives, bowls and small pottery ves-
sels for holding special products– as well as the consequences of this new
diet and new forms of work, not all of which were positive. The first clear

<  Eye Idol 
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signs of medicinal practices and skull trepanations appeared during the Ne-
olithic. New and Old Materials shows the variety of raw materials used
throughout the Neolithic. New materials did not replace old ones like flint,
which continued to be extracted as we can see in the interactive feature about
the mine of Casa Montero.      

Basket from the Cave of Los Murciélagos<
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Bowl decorated with suns, Los Millares (Almeria) <

Shared Landscapes

Production Spaces and Exchanges explains how the demographic growth of
farming communities in the Late Neolithic and early Chalcolithic forced hu-
mans to intensify their use of natural resources and devise more efficient me-
thods. They also sought out new materials like metal, giving rise to the first
artisan workshops and consolidating trade networks. 

Shared Spaces underscores the importance of collectivity during these pha-
ses in terms of both funerary customs (succinctly explained in the video
about megalithic architecture) and gathering places. One of the highlights
of this area is the Cave of Los Murciélagos, an archaeological site of unde-
niable interest given its exceptional state of conservation, even though the
circumstances of its discovery make it difficult to ascertain its cultural con-
text. Finally, Symbols of Identity exhibits a varied selection of idols and or-
naments that reflect tastes and ideologies but were also symbols of identity,
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territoriality or social status. The Idol of Extremadura is prominently featu-
red in a separate display case.

Towards Inequality

This introductory area to a new gallery addresses the theme of increasingly
frequent confrontations in Conflict Archaeology and then moves on to examine
the archaeological site of Los Millares. The political, economic and social im-
portance of this settlement is reflected in the richness and variety of the grave
goods it has yielded. The final section of the display case heralds the changes
that accompanied the appearance of the first Bell-Beaker objects. 

Diadem from Caravaca<
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The Rise of the Individual

With the dawn of the Bronze Age, social differences grew more pronoun-
ced and metallurgy became a symbol of power. Beaker pottery, present in
the final phases of the Chalcolithic, was a trend associated with elite social
classes that appeared in grave goods, which were increasingly deposited in
individual burials as evidenced by the exceptional burial complex at Ciem-
pozuelos and the recreation of the Fuente Olmedo grave. Cups That Chee-
red illustrates how these pottery pieces were used at banquets and
ceremonies as containers for food and drink.

Metal in the Bronze Age

The development of metallurgy is a phenomenon that characterises the
Bronze Age. The mining of ore and the different processes used to transform
it into metal products are described in From Mine to Manufacture, explained
in greater detail in the video on Archaeometallurgy. Objects through the Ages
shows the increasing variety of metal artefacts, particularly in the category
of weapons, whose value was more social and symbolic than practical.

Bronze Age Societies

Five display cases are dedicated to the cultural diversity and differences in
land use practices between the various regions of the Iberian Peninsula. An-
chored to the Land outlines the most characteristic traits of the Argar culture,
the Valencian Bronze Age and the Bronze Age of La Mancha, with more se-
dentary settlements and a solid socioeconomic structure. One of the defi-
ning features of the Argar culture is its custom of burying the dead under the
floors of their houses, with grave goods of varying richness that are recrea-
ted in Dwelling and Dying at Home. 

The Horizon as the Limit reflects a tendency towards greater territorial mo-
bility and a material culture rooted in Chalcolithic traditions among the com-
munities of the northern Central Plateau and western Iberia. Symbols of
Power documents the development of goldsmithing to manufacture prestige
elements for the social elite, such as the diadem from Caravaca and the sword
from Guadalajara. Idols and Stelae offers examples of the schematic anthro-
pomorphic representations typical of this period.

Sword with gold hilt  > 
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On the Threshold of a New Era: The Late Bronze Age

The Late Bronze Age was a time of social changes marked by the importance
of interaction with the outside world. Evidence of this contact with the
Atlantic seaboard, continental Europe and even the Mediterranean is shown
in the display case entitled A Time of Interaction. The independent evolution
of different regional groups –Urnfield culture in the northeast, Cogotas cul-
ture in the centre, southeast Iberia and Atlantic Bronze Age culture in the

Huelva Estuary Hoard<
<
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west– accentuated cultural differences, which are illustrated in A Time of
Contrasts. A video about the settlement of Roquizal del Rullo shows how
these communities lived. 

The custom of tossing bronze objects into the water as offerings is explai-
ned in Underwater Bronzes, with a particular focus on the large number of ar-
tefacts found in the Huelva Estuary. A similar custom was observed with gold
and silver objects in the Late Bronze Age, but these offerings were buried on
land and therefore retrievable, as the Hidden Treasures display case shows.
Finally, in A Time of Change, material and iconographic elements like the ste-
lae of southwest Iberia point to the growing influence of Mediterranean cul-
tures on these communities of the Iberian Peninsula in the years prior to the
Phoenician colonisation and the transition to Protohistory.
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