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The spread of the Neolithic and farming is documented in different regions of the Iberian 
Peninsula from at least c 5500-5200 cal. BC (Zapata et al., 2004). The northern peninsula is not 
an area where research on the Neolithic has a long tradition but many new data are now available. 

The starting point for the Neolithic in three northern areas (Basque-Cantabrian coast, Upper Ebro 
Valley and Ambrona) is different. In fact, they summarize some of the main models that have 
been put forward for the adoption of the Neolithic in Europe, from colonization to indigenous 
adoption: 1) The Basque-Cantabrian coast has much research on the Palaeolithic but little on the 
Mesolithic and Neolithic. Atlantic territories in Iberia have been considered marginal and 
isolated. A common assumption has been the late adoption of agriculture by local hunter-
gatherers. The chronology of the transition is starting to be updated with new research. 2) The 
Upper and Middle Ebro Valley shows an intensive Mesolithic occupation where ideas and 
materials circulated very quickly. Mesolithic sites show a dense and intensive exploitation of the 
territory. Typical sites are small rock-shelters with very long occupations, such as the recently 
excavated rock-shelter of Atxoste (Figure 1). Neolithic innovations were adopted by this 
demographic base. 3) The Neolithic of Ambrona, however, seems to be the first Holocene 
occupation of that area in what seems to be a real colonization by early farmers (Rojo-Guerra et 
al., 2006).

 
Although there is very little information on this subject, plant foods may have been an important 
component of Mesolithic diets. Rosaceae pomes and hazelnuts have been recovered at the site of 
Aizpea in the Western Pyrenees and palaeodietary information on the only skeleton preserved 
shows that diet depended more heavily on the consumption of carbohydrates rather than animal 
protein (Zapata et al., 2002).
 
AMS dating of cereals in Iberia is starting to provide a better chronological framework for the 
origins of agriculture. The first dates cluster in the central and second part of the 6th millenium 
BC, although they are later for the northern Atlantic coast. This delay in the north might be a 
result of current research although some have proposed a resistance to the adoption of agriculture 
in an Ertebølle-like scenario. Neolithic agriculture in Iberia shows a high diversity of cereals 
(hulled and free-threshing wheat and barley) and legumes (pea, lentil, faba bean, vetches and 
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grass peas). Other crops are linseed and the possible local domestication of opium poppy 
(Papaver somniferum). However, there are exceptions like sites in Ambrona and Los Cascajos, 
with only hulled wheats (Peña-Chocarro, Zapata, García Gazólaz et al., 2005; Stika, 2005).
 
In the Ebro Valley and on the Basque coast there are different types of contemporary sites which 
are very close in space. They seem to respond to activities that complement each other, some of 
them more related to farming, and others to hunting and gathering.
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FIGURE 1
Atxoste rock-shelter (Basque Country, northern Iberia), with a long sequence from the end of the 
Upper Palaeolithic to the Chalcolithic. Excavation: Alfonso Alday.
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