Dating the earliest evidence of human presence in western Europe:
New results from Pirro Nord (Italy)
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Our understanding of early human dispersals in Europe is based on a handful of archaeological sites
spread across the southern margin of the continent. Among them, Pirro Nord-13 (Italy) is usually consid-
ered to document the oldest evidence of human presence in Western Europe, although the site itself has
never been numerically dated. Instead, the age of the Mode 1 (=Oldowan) lithic assemblage and associated
fossils found in this karst fissure has been inferred from biochronology and estimated to be 1.3-1.6 Ma
[1]; making it older than the Spanish Mode 1 pre-Jaramillo localities of Atapuerca Sima del Elefante,
Barranco Leon and Fuente Nueva-3, which have been dated by a combination of numerical methods and
palacomagnetism.

We provide here the results from the first dating study of the site involving a wide range of methods:
Electron Spin Resonance (ESR) and single grain thermally-transferred optically stimulated luminescence
(SG TT-OSL) dating of quartz grains, combined U-series/ESR dating of fossil teeth and palacomagnetic
analyses of sediment. Such a multi-technique dating approach offers the possibility to obtain chronological
constraints for both the fossil assemblage and the host sediment.

The (semi-)independent methods consistently yield an Early Pleistocene age for the site, although the
resulting estimates are much younger than initially inferred from biochronology. We discuss potential
reliability considerations with the new numerical ages and existing biochronological inference. Neverthe-
less, these results suggest either a complex taphonomic history in which fossil remains, lithic artifact and
host sediment might not be coeval, or at least the sediment was most recently exposed to sunlight during
the latest part of the Early Pleistocene.
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