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General View of the La Vega ς Seldesuto Branch 
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1. The Matienzo Depression: The landscape. 

 

The archaeological sediments in Cueva Cofresnedo can only be understood in a very defined ecological 

and spatial context: the Matienzo valley. Its position within this setting, at its geometrical centre and, at 

the same time, somewhat elevated, makes the two elements, cave and valley inseparable. 

Matienzo is a place with a very distinctive landscape: a small valley completely enclosed and surrounded 

by mountains. Perhaps the most remarkable feature of the landscape arises from the contrast between 

the light tones of the limestone that forms the hillsides and peaks, with the dark greens of the woods 

and lighter greens of the meadows. The flat valley bottom, covered in pastures and crops, is green as is a 

small part of the hillsides. Among the summits that frame Matienzo, Monte Mullir, a long limestone 

ridge enclosing the valley on its eastern side, stands out.  One of its foothills, La Colina, is a markedly 

conical prominence directly above the village. The valley, seen from either of the passes that give access 

to it, gives the impression that time has stopped, for it lacks nearly all the references we expect of the 

century we live in. 

The houses appear to be untidily scattered on the valley bottom and some, the smallest, on the hillsides. 

¢ƘŜ ǾŀƭƭŜȅΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻŦ ƭƛƳŜǎǘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƎŀōƭŜŘ ǊƻƻŦǎ and in the centres of population are usually 

joined together to form terraces along the narrow roads which connect the different groupings.  The 

The position of the Matienzo valley in Cantabria 
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valley has only one village, Matienzo, in which a small number of people live in well separated 

neighbourhoods. To the North is La Secada and to the Southeast are Cubillas, La Vega and Hozana. On a 

good part of the hillsides and tops scattered cabins can be seen. These are much smaller than the 

houses in the valley and nearly always surrounded by a large field enclosed within a dry stone wall. 

The unique phenomenon that has called the attention of scientists to this valley is its subterranean 

formations, its large caves and deep shafts. Currents of water appear from beneath the rock and 

immediately submerge again to come out several kilometres further on as a spring. 

Nearly forty years now, a team, collaborating with the Provincial Museum of Prehistory, carried out an 

in depth study to document ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭƭŜȅΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ. A few years later visits began by English scientists, 

belonging to various groups and institutions, but united in the one project. They have spent three 

decades investigating the karst systems of the Matienzo depression. 

The fruit of this work is the high level of knowledge about the karst of this area that exists today. This 

has been one of the main reasons why, in the mid 1990s, we began to develop a programme of 

archaeological investigation centred on the study of the prehistoric culture that used this space. The 

other reason, perhaps the main one, has been ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘέ ŀǊŜŀΣ the restricted 

space, of uniform ecological features. 

When this programme began, with the ǘƛǘƭŜΣέ ¢ƘŜ Recent Prehistory of the Matienzo ValleyέΣ the basic 

objectives were: the systematic cataloguing of the archaeological deposits and the prospecting of many 

of the known caves. It began with the investigation of sediments in the open air, the study of the 

sources of supply of raw materials, and of the archaeological collections then in existence. But the 

detailed archaeological study of a series of deposits in caves and shelters, and the inclusion of its results 

in the regional framework, has guided their own project. ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ medium term objectives have become 

the reconstruction of the way of life and the patterns of the use of space and resources by different 

groups of humans which, through the length of prehistory, have occupied Matienzo. 

1.1. The Relief 

The area of study is delimited by a combined series of watersheds, formed by the sierras that border the 

Matienzo depression, which together form a roughly triangular shape. The line of demarcation largely 

coincides with the municipal administrative boundary of Ruesga, except on the southern edge. To the 

north the valley is enclosed by the pass of Fuente Las Varas and to the west, in the form of an arc, by the 

line of summits from La Muela (531m) to Puerto de Alisas- La Nevera (703m). The range that closes the 

south side is made up of the Alto de Linares (776m), La Rasa/ El Somo (around 680m), la Piluca (674m) 

and El Castro (605m). From here the hillside gently descends to the pass of La Cruz de Usaño (347m) 

before ascending again to El Cotorro (512m). The grand mass of Monte Mullir, - summit 839m- forms 

the eastern side of the valley, and its northern foothills join Fuente Las Varas. The total area of the 

depression is some 30 square kilometres, of which only slightly more than 3 square kilometres applies to 

the valley bottom. The rest corresponds to extensions of the hillsides, in general with medium and high 
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level slopes and summits, with very few level areas. The relief energy is therefore emphasized at all 

points except the very flat valley bottom, which has acted as a sedimentation basin. 

Thus three levels of relief can be differentiated as:  summits, hillsides and the valley bottom. The 

summits, which combine the highest altitudes with moderate relief are grouped in three sectors, 

forming three sides of a triangle: the north-western, the southern and the eastern sides. The first of 

these is a hill range with an average altitude of 527 metres, reaching a maximum altitude of 703 metres 

(La Nevera). Its minimum altitude corresponds to the height of the Collado de Fuente Las Varas. This is 

an essential passage ς a traditional passage and a present day one- that links the depression with the 

valleys of Solórzano and Riaño. The hills that shut off the valley to the south have a somewhat higher 

average altitude of 577 metres, though this is more variable. Its highest point reaches 776 metres at the 

Alto de Linares, and its lowest point is 

347 metres at the hill, or pass, of Cruz de 

Usaño, the natural communication 

between Matienzo and the Asón valley.  

The eastern range is steeper presenting 

an average altitude similar to the 

southern and north-western sides and its 

maximum height is far greater (El 

Copete: 839m). Its lowest point, 406m, is 

at La Collado de Esquila, the pass leading 

to Llueva and Voto and the nearest route 

to the sea from Matienzo. Its use as a 

pass has continued up to the present 

day. 

The most prominent feature of the 

hillsides is the variability of the slopes 

and the energy of the relief, always either quite or very high, and closely related to the type of 

substratum. On the commonest substrata, the limestones, the slopes are usually high and, in general, so 

is the relief energy. In these areas the contrast between the valley bottom and the edge of the hillsides 

is very clear cut. Where the substratum of the hillsides is composed of clays, marls and sandstones, 

concentrated in the south eastern sector, the slopes are gentler. 

The valley bottom is ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ƛǘǎ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ ά¢.έ The 

western arm is the Seldesuto- La Vega valley; the arm which heads south-east is the Hozana valley, and 

the branch which heads north is called La Secada. In nearly all of the depression the valley bottom is 

below 200m, mostly between 170 and 200m, and sometimes much less. The lowest part, at 145m, is to 

be found in La Secada. The Hozano sector has a somewhat higher valley bottom than the rest of the 

depression with a low point of 245m.  

 

The central zone of the Matienzo depression 
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1.2. The Climate 

 The climate conditions of 

Matienzo are largely those 

of the damp temperate 

zone of the strip that lies 

between the Cantabrian 

cordillera and the sea. It is 

an oceanic climate, of 

which the most 

outstanding feature is the 

intensity of its rainfall, with 

a mean of above 1500mm, 

distributed throughout the 

year, though the 

maximums occur during 

the autumn and winter. 

The second defining 

feature is the evenness of its temperature, 

with very limited seasonal variation. The 

mean difference between the summer and 

the winter is about 10°. According to data 

from the nearby station at Arredondo, 

calculated over the last 30 years, the mean 

temperature in Matienzo would be 13° for 

the valley and 12° for the hills. This range is 

intermediate between those registered on 

the coastal platform, 13°-14°, and of the 

interior where the mean temperature drops 

to 8° and 10°. 

As regards rainfall means in the area of 

work situated between the 1800 and 2000 

isolines, this is an area of high rainfall with 

important differences through the year, 

from 100 l/m² in June and August to 240 

l/m² in December. Snowfall is only 

considerable above 1000m altitude so the Matienzo 

area is only partly affected by this phenomenon, in its 

mountainous sectors. The winds normally blow from the west. When the wind comes from the North 

West it is ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άDŀƭƛŎƛŀƴέ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ōȅ ŦƛƴŜΣ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜnt rain. 

View of the Northern sector of Matienzo from Mullir. 

Pluviometry: Climogram, Villacarriedo station 

 


