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Paleoindian Occupation in the Central Mountains
of Argentina: Was It a Failed Colonization?
Diego Rivero and Eduardo Berberián
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The aim of this report is to present information about human presence during
the Pleistocene/Holocene transition in the Central Mountains of Argentina
and to discuss its implications for the peopling of the Southern Cone of South
America. The Central Mountains are located in Córdoba and San Luis prov-
inces, in central Argentina. They consist of a number of main strands, with
heights ranging between 1,000 and 2,800 m above sea level, extending along a
north-south direction more than 600 km (Figure 1).

The Paleoindian occupation of the Central Mountains dates from the
Pleistocene/Holocene transition. At the El Alto 3 site (EA3), in the basal unit
was uncovered the oldest evidence for human presence in the region. Two
charcoal concentrations associated with the cultural remains were dated to
9790 ± 80 (LP-1420) and 11,010 ± 80 RCYBP (LP-1506). In the context of the
human peopling model proposed by Borrero (1994) for southern South
America, these results were interpreted as an occupation assignable to the
territorial exploratory stage (Rivero and Roldán 2005). Recently a new char-
coal sample from this site associated with quartz flakes was dated to 9371±51
RCYBP (AA94987).

Recent 14C analysis of human bones from the Gruta de Candonga site (GC)
have yielded one date of 10,450 ± 50 RCYBP (SRLA-1062; Cornero y Neves
2011).

Other evidence for Paleoindian occupation in the Central Mountains is
scarce and consists only of three Fishtail projectile points found in surface
collections from two localities (Laguens et al. 2007; Politis 1991). This
Paleoindian occupation is of low density, especially when compared with the
Paleoindian record from other sectors of the Southern Cone of South
America like Uruguay, Chile, and the Pampas and Patagonia in Argentina
(e.g., Steele and Politis 2009; Suárez 2003).

The scarce Paleoindian records of the Central Mountains belong to groups
with a technology of Fishtail projectile points. This is followed by a period of
ca. 9300–8000 RCYBP, which has yielded no archaeological evidence (Rivero
2010). Only after ca. 8000 RCYBP does the archaeological signal resurface in
the region (González 1960; Rivero and Berberián 2008). This archaeological
record is characterized by sites with a technology of lanceolate or foliate
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projectile points, known as “ayampitín,” dated ca. 8000–6000 RCYBP (e.g.,
González 1960; Rivero 2009, 2010; Rivero et al. 2009).

These scarce archaeological data for the Pleistocene/Holocene transition
in the region were not due to sampling problems. The Central Mountains
have been intensively investigated for the last 20 years (e.g. Laguens et al.
2007; Rivero 2009; Rivero and Berberián 2008; Rivero and Roldán 2005). To
date, more than 700 archaeological sites have been recorded, and a total of 62
14C dates are available. Only four dates and two archaeological sites belong to
the Pleistocene/Holocene transition. The remaining dates and archaeologi-
cal sites belong to the period after ca. 8000 RCYBP.

These observations have strong implications for the peopling of the South-
ern Cone of South America because we could be facing failed colonization
situations in certain regions. In the Central Mountains of Argentina, this
situation might be produced because the Paleoindian groups may have been
few and far between, hindering the maintenance of reproductive viability
(e.g., Anderson and Gillam 2001; Moore and Moseley 2001).

Only after ca. 8000 RCYBP could there have occurred a new Exploration and
Colonization Process (sensu Borrero 1994) in the Central Mountains of Argen-
tina, which finally led to the effective settlement of the region.
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Figure 1. Locations of the
EA3 and GC archaeological

sites and surface collections of
Fishtail projectile points.
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