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Human groups and the occupation of the Douro 
Valley during the Upper Palaeolithic and 
the emergence of prehistoric art 



The appearance of the first hominin in Africa coincides with the start of 
the Palaeolithic, more than 3 million years ago (Ma), according to the dating of the 
strata where the oldest stone tools were found. During the majority of this evolu-
tionary process and its spread to the various continents, small hunter-gatherer 
groups left few traces of their everyday activities, and only a small number of 
these have survived until the present-day.

This type of remains had greater chances of conservation inside caves or 
rock shelters that offered favourable conditions. The discovery of bones from 
hunted animals and vegetable remains used for hearth or conserved on the 
ground allows the reconstruction of the environment in which these ancient 
groups lived. The geological characteristics of the bedrock in the majority of the 
Douro basin are not propitious for the formation of caves and rocky shelters. This 
leads to greater difficulties in terms of the conservation of remains that allow 
the recreation of the ancient settlements and evolution of the environment, due 
to the numerous hypotheses regarding the spaces that may have been used for 
hunting or building huts. Furthermore, the remains are occasionally covered by 
sedimentary deposits that have accumulated over time.

Evidence of the presence of humans in the Douro Valley reveals that they 
settled there long before the Upper Palaeolithic, the period corresponding to the 
first manifestations of rock art in both caves and the open air. The discovery over 
the course of the 20th century of simple tools knapped from quartz or quartzite 
pebbles or boulders, indicates the presence of the first hominin on the slopes 
of the Douro Valley, which dates back more than 1.2 Ma, as demonstrated in the 
Sierra de Atapuerca archaeological site, situated just outside Burgos.

T. Aubry
Fundação Côa Parque; UNIARQ - Centro de Arqueologia  
da Universidade de Lisboa

J.J. Fernández Moreno
D G de Patrimonio Cultural, Junta de Castilla y León

Cristina Vega Maeso
D G de Patrimonio Cultural, Junta de Castilla y León
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The Upper Palaeolithic 

The Upper Palaeolithic dates between 42,000 and 11,700 years Before 
Present (BP), corresponding to the final period of the Pleistocene epoch (between 
2,600,000 and 11,700). In the Iberian Peninsula it is characterised by two singular 
events: on the one hand, the time referred to as the “Ice Age” (c. 125,000 – 11,700), 
which was followed by a period of greater climatic stability and mildness and 
which corresponds to the current time (an epoch known as the Holocene); and on 
the other, the appearance of modern humans (Homo sapiens sapiens), who would 
eventually replace the previous dominant group, the Neandertals (Homo neander-
thalensis).

From a climatic and environmental perspective, the Upper Palaeolithic 
can be divided into two major periods (up to and from around 24,500 BP), when 
the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM) occurred, and the whole of northern Europe was 
covered by a vast layer of ice, as in the upper areas of the Pyrenees, the Iberian 
Cordillera and the Central System in the Iberian Peninsula. This is followed by a 
new climate period characterised by a succession of milder and wetter episodes, 
interspersed with other colder ones, and in all cases, a gradual thawing that leads 
to a rise in the coastline and in general, a more temperate and wetter atmosphere 
(see chapter 2).

Fig. 1. Stages of human settlement in the world.
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The analysis of the tools used by the paleolithic hunter-gatherers, in par-
ticular those made of stone and bone, allow for progress in the grouping of sets 
and the identification of their evolution, in accordance with dating systems based 
on a variety of methodologies and materials: carbon, bone, teeth, sediments and 
calcite concretion. Despite the numerous specificities, in general terms the Up-
per Palaeolithic can be divided into several chronological phases, named after 
the findings in eponymous sites (the majority in France), which are supposed to 
be chronologically successive, although naturally their impact on the various ter-
ritories leads to gaps and juxtapositions.

The first, known as Châtelperronian (after the Châtelperron cave in France) 
and associated with the remains of the last Neanderthals at two sites in France, 
dates from 45,000 BP and is therefore considered by some authors as the transi-
tion from the Middle to the Upper Palaeolithic. Their stone tools were made on a 
blade (knapped flint fragments that were twice as long as their width) to produce 
points with curved backs, using a technology that would evolve throughout the 
Upper Palaeolithic. This type of stone tools has only been found in central and 
southern France and the north of Spain, on both sides of the Pyrenees. None has 
been identified in the rest of the Iberian Peninsula. This distribution and char-
acteristic of the stone tools have been seen as the result of the possible influ-
ence of the first modern humans on the last Neanderthals. Alternative theories 

Fig. 2. Spread of modern humans.
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