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Abstract
The Canary Islands were initially colonized around 200 CE by North African Berber 
populations who brought with them domestic plants and animals. These communi-
ties remained isolated until the arrival of Europeans in the Late Middle Ages which 
triggered the conquest of the archipelago. Its geostrategic location in the framework 
of Atlantic expansion facilitated the arrival of people, knowledge, goods, plants, and 
animals which served to shape the new Canarian society. This study explores the 
dietary practices of this period through the zooarchaeological analysis of the faunal 
remains recovered at the Hospital de San Martín (fifteenth to the eighteenth centu-
ries), Las Palmas (Gran Canaria, Spain). Our results suggest that caprines were the 
main taxa consumed. This follows both the pre-colonial Indigenous tradition and, 
according to historical sources, the subsequent European period. The faunal assem-
blage recovered also reveals the first directly radiocarbon-dated cases in the Canary 
Islands of three hitherto unknown species: cattle, chicken, and rabbit. Moreover, the 
results evidence a progressive increase throughout the Modern Era of chicken and 
rabbit, and that translocating these new species to the archipelago during the Euro-
pean expansion led to a diversification of meat resources.
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Introduction

 The European colonization of the Canary Islands represents one of the first 
phases of the expansion into the Atlantic Ocean in the Modern Era (Aznar Vallejo 
2008). This colonization entailed major ramifications in all areas of society as 
it led to the development of international mercantilism and transatlantic trade, 
movements of vast populations from Europe and Africa to the Caribbean and 
America, and the emergence of new colonies and territories.

Unlike other Atlantic archipelagos such as the Azores, Madeira or Cape Verde, 
the Canarian archipelago was occupied prior to the arrival of Europeans in the 
fourteenth century (Aznar Vallejo et al. 2006). Berber farming populations from 
North Africa settled sometime between the first and third centuries CE (Velasco-
Vázquez et  al. 2021). The European and Indigenous inhabitants from the outset 
established relations that coincided with an evangelizing process and slaving raids 
that decimated the original inhabitants (Aznar Vallejo 2008). The archipelago was 
eventually conquered in 1496 when it became a province of the Spanish Kingdom 
(Aznar Vallejo 2008; Tejera Gaspar and Aznar Vallejo 1991). The islands emerged 
as a key location for the European Atlantic expansion that led to the control of 
trade routes toward both the African and American continents (Aznar Vallejo 
et  al. 2000; Onrubia Pintado and González Marrero 2016). During the Modern 
Era, the Canary Islands became inhabited by Europeans from various geographi-
cal backgrounds, including Castilians, Portuguese (Fajardo Spínola 2004), Geno-
vese (Bruquetas de Castro 2015), and Flemish (Viña Brito 2012). Additionally, 
North African and Sub-Saharan Western African individuals were brought to work 
in the sugar cane industry of the archipelago (Lobo Cabrera 2016; Santana-Pérez 
2018; Viña Brito 2006). The integration of the Indigenous into the new society 
is also supported by genetic and historical records (Arnay-de-la-Rosa et al. 2015; 
Lobo Cabrera 2016; Santana et al. 2016). The Canarian society resulting from this 
process thus consisted of Indigenous, European, North African, and Sub-Saharan 
populations, each bearing their own unique cultural backgrounds (Fregel et  al. 
2021; Santana et al. 2016; Velasco-Vázquez et al. 2003).

The Berber populations that initially colonized the islands brought with them 
domestic plants and animals allowing them to perpetuate their traditional North 
African strategies of subsistence. It was then that a variety of crops were intro-
duced: barley (Hordeum vulgare), wheat (Triticum), lentil (Lens culinaris), field 
bean (Vicia faba), peas (Pisum sativum), and fig (Ficus carica). Barley became 
in fact the main crop followed by wheat, pulses, and in the case of the island of 
Gran Canaria, on which this paper is focused, fig (Morales et al. 2017). Evidence 
from Gran Canaria reveals that agriculture was the island’s main source of food 
(Morales et  al. 2023). Yet the North African settlers also translocated domes-
tic animals such as goats (Capra hircus), hairless sheep (Ovis aries), pigs (Sus 
domesticus), and dogs (Canis familiaris), which likewise played a substantial role 
in their subsistence (Castellano Alonso et  al. 2016). Evidence also suggest that 
they resorted to the wild resources offered by the islands which included marine 
species (fish and mollusks) and, to a lesser extent, native terrestrial flora and fauna 
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(Alberto-Barroso 1998; Henríquez-Valido et  al. 2020; Mesa Hernández 2016; 
Morales et al. 2021; Rodríguez-Rodríguez et al. 2021; Rodríguez Santana 1994).

Europeans, mainly Castilians, began to settle permanently in Gran Canaria from 
the end of the fifteenth century, especially after the end of the conquest in 1483 
(Lobo Cabrera 2012). They raised settlements in new areas as well as at the loca-
tions of traditional Indigenous rural sites (Onrubia Pintado and González Marrero 
2016). This colonization led to the introduction of new plant and animal species 
from Europe, Africa, Asia, and America, a process bolstered by the archipelago’s 
geostrategic position along the Atlantic trade network (Armenteros Martínez 2018; 
Hernández Suárez 2021; Santana Pérez et al. 2004). The Europeans also introduced 
new farming technologies, food processing techniques, dietary patterns and habits 
such as the consumption of tobacco (Arnay-de-la-Rosa 2009; Díaz-Sierra 2022). 
Territorial colonization was put in place by means of a system of land and water dis-
tribution appropriated by the Crown according to the right of conquest as well as by 
granting economic privileges. The land was destined for cash crops (sugar cane and 
woad) and subsistence agriculture (cereals, vineyards, fruit trees, vegetables) (Díaz-
Sierra 2022; Ronquillo Rubio and Aznar Vallejo 1998).

All these developments took place along with the introduction of a new economic 
model based on the sugar cane industry (Rivero Suárez 1991; Ronquillo Rubio 
2008; Viña Brito 2014). The new plantations and mills at times took advantage of 
lands originally labored for subsistence agriculture by the Indigenous Gran Canar-
ians (Díaz-Sierra 2022). The Europeans likewise resorted to the experience of the 
Indigenous populations to manage livestock during the initial moments of the colo-
nization (Betancor Quintana 2003). Genetic data point to an isolation of native pigs 
and goats breeds that most likely endured until the introduction of industrial varie-
ties (Ferrando et al. 2015; Olalde et al. 2015). That was not the case of dogs which 
appear to have bred with the new breeds introduced after colonization (Suárez et al. 
2013). However, the system of ownership and management of farm animals brought 
by the Europeans differed greatly from that of the Native populations (Hernández 
Marrero 2001; Lobo Cabrera 2019). Written sources from the time state that live-
stock management prioritized exploiting dairy products and animal skins. This pro-
duction not only served the needs of the islanders but also to export goods (cheeses 
and hides) to the Iberian Peninsula and continental America (Betancor Quintana 
2003; Lobo Cabrera 1998; Quintana Andrés 2003).

European colonization led to the introduction of new species into Gran Canaria, 
too. Old documentary sources mention cattle, horses, donkeys, chickens, and rab-
bits (Cadamosto 2017 [1456]; Tejera Gaspar 2020). All of them were fundamental to 
both the subsistence of Canarian society as well as to transform the territory, main-
tain agricultural activity, and mobility. This also meant the introduction of innovative 
agricultural practices, including the utilization of animal-driven plows and the adop-
tion of advanced food processing methods such as watermills, windmills, and animal 
mills (Cullen del Castillo 1947; Ruíz Melgarejo 1974 [1531]). However, historical 
sources are not clear as to the repercussion or the proportion of these new species 
with respect to goats, sheep, and pigs present since the Indigenous Period (Capote 
et al. 2002; Tejera Gaspar 2020; Torres Krupij et al. 2018). The Canary Islands were 
also key in translocating animals across the Atlantic. Both historical records and 
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genetic analyses reveal that Canarian goats and pigs contributed to the implantation 
of these species in the Caribbean islands and America (Capote et al. 2002; Delgado 
et al. 2000; Tejera Gaspar 2020; Torres Krupij et al. 2018). Moreover, it is this frame-
work that saw the only domestication of a native Canarian species: the canary bird 
(Serinus canaria) (Arnaiz-Villena et al. 1999; Birkhead et al. 2004).

To date archaeological investigations in the archipelago have mainly focused on 
the earlier Indigenous societies, neglecting the subsequent periods (Arnay-de-la-
Rosa 2009; González Marrero and Tejera Gaspar 2011; Mitchell 2023). Despite the 
key role of these islands in the development of animal translocation between con-
tinents (Delsol et al. 2022; López et al. 2013; McTavish et al. 2013; Olalde et al. 
2015; Reitz 1992; Speller et al. 2013), local zooarchaeological research is basically 
limited to either Indigenous sites or sites from the fifteenth century corresponding to 
the period of contact between the Europeans and the Native populations (Castellano 
Alonso et al. 2016, 2018). Additionally, while historical written sources of the Mod-
ern Era of the Canary Islands provide valuable insights into human-animal interac-
tions, they are often biased, limited in scope, or subject to interpretation. Zooar-
chaeology analysis offers a complementary perspective by focusing on the actual 
material evidence left behind. The integration of these two approaches enables a 
more robust interpretation of the relationship between past peoples and the animals 
with which they shared the world (O’Connor 2003). The current study is thus the 
first to directly make use of faunal data from Modern Era in the Canary Islands.

This study explores the dietary practices between the late fifteenth and the late 
eighteenth centuries at the old Hospital de San Martín (Gran Canaria) (HSM hence-
forth) by means of zooarchaeological analyses. Apart from the finds themselves, 
this work resorts to data garnered from historical written sources of the time and by 
comparison with the results of investigations of other faunal assemblages. The goal 
is to attempt to grasp, on the one hand, the processes of change linked to the Euro-
pean colonization with respect to the Indigenous Period and, on the other hand, to 
determine to what extent the patterns of consumption at the HSM resembled those 
of other contemporary Modern Era contexts in the Atlantic world. The main hypoth-
esis is that caprines (sheep and goats) served as the nutritional base of the Canarians 
during this period probably due to their availability since the Indigenous Period and 
their adaptative capacity to the island environment.

Site Description

The archaeological site of HSM is located in the historic center of Las Palmas de 
Gran Canaria (Fig. 1C), a port city along the northeastern coast of the island founded 
in 1478 during the conquest by the Crown of Castile. Las Palmas became the nucleus 
of the civil, military, and ecclesiastical power in the archipelago during the first cen-
tury of Castilian rule (Aznar Vallejo 1983). The HSM was founded in 1481 to care 
for the sick, pobres de solemnidad (the very poor), and orphans (Quintana Andrés 
2003; Santana-Pérez 2005). It maintained its activities until 1780 when it was razed 
and buried during work related to the expansion of the Cathedral of Santa Ana and 
the construction of the San Marcial School (Bosch Millares 1940). Due to a new 
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construction project in 2005, the Historical Heritage Service of the Cabildo de Gran 
Canaria requested an archaeological intervention. This, according to the historical 
cartography available at the time, affected the northeastern end of the old hospital. 
The property was bordered by the Cilla Episcopal, the Plaza de Los Álamos and 
buildings related to various types of craftworks (Tous Meliá 1995). Preservation of 
the archaeological remains of the old hospital thus led to a rescue operation carried 
out by the private company Tibicena, S.L. (Mendoza Medina et al. 2012).

The archaeological work identified several architectural features and an interior 
patio belonging to different construction phases of the HSM and later buildings. 
Ultimately three archaeological surveys focused on the areas threatened by the foun-
dations of the new building (Fig. 2). These recintos or enclosed features (henceforth 
labelled R1, R2, and R3) were bordered by surface construction structures that were 
maintained to preserve the largest possible number of archaeological elements. The 
soundings sunk between the structures revealed stratigraphic sequences consisting of 
occupation layers and fills containing archaeological remains in secondary position.

The upper sedimentary layer was sealed by a level associated with the later build-
ings, which capped the most recent construction phase of the hospital. It is only repre-
sented in R2 and R3 soundings. R2 revealed several stratigraphic units such as SUs 43 
and 81 rich in ash and coal containing numerous elements of fauna (Mendoza Medina 
et al. 2012) which appear to be rubbish dumps of the site’s most recent phase linked 
to consumption. R3, in turn, revealed a sequence 2.50 m thick starting with the natu-
ral substrate capped by the oldest phase of construction of the hospital. This was fol-
lowed by a series of fills stemming from different architectural remodeling capped by 

Fig. 1  A Map of the Canary Islands and (B-C) detail of Gran Canaria indicating the location of the Hos-
pital de San Martín
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the hospital’s most recent construction phase (see Fig. 2). The sequence also revealed 
three floor layers evidencing three different occupations. One is associated with the 
site’s most recent phase (SU37), while the other two (SU74 and SU83) formed part 
of the hospital’s initial construction which contained many artifacts, notably local and 
imported ware from the late fifteenth to sixteenth centuries.

R1 is characterized by a foundation (SU20), a stone paving (SU12), and a water well 
(now dry) forming part of the inner patio of the hospital dated to the most recent period 
(Mendoza Medina et  al. 2012). The northern end of this space yielded a sequence 
2.60 m thick attaining the natural substrate. It comprised successive fills of remodeling 
from the oldest phase. It is noticeable that this second phase also yielded numerous fau-
nal remains in units SU52 deriving from consumption as well as imported ware from 
the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries. Below there were other layers such as SU88, a 
fill containing many artifacts from the late fifteenth to sixteenth centuries.

Structural evidence of the two construction phases and the relative chronology 
gleaned from the pottery’s stratigraphic contexts point to two main phases (Mendoza 
Medina et al. 2012). The earliest levels are dated by imported pottery from middle fif-
teenth to sixteenth centuries, whereas the latest are associated with a higher proportion 
seventeenth-eighteenth century imported ware (Sosa Suárez 2012).

Methods

Radiocarbon Dating and Bayesian Modeling

To corroborate the archaeological sequence of the site, six bone samples were radio-
carbon dated by Accelerator Mass Spectrometry (AMS) at the SUERC Laboratory 
of the University of Glasgow (UK) (Table 1). The results were subjected to Bayesian 
modeling to offer a more precise chronological framework. The exact dates of the 
construction (1481) and abandonment of the hospital (1780) were used as priors 
of the Bayesian models. OxCal software version 4.4 (Bronk Ramsey 2009) and the 

Fig. 2  A Section of the deeper sounding in R3. B Aerial view of the archaeological intervention of 2010 
at the Hospital de San Martín with the position of the surveys at the Recintos (R1, R2 and R3)
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IntCal 20 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2020) served to design the calibrations, 
plots, and modelings (Table 1). A multiphase uniform Bayesian model (Bronk Ram-
sey 2009) was also developed to corroborate the potential two phases of occupation.

Sampling

Archaeological remains were manually recovered during the excavation and their 
stratigraphic position was recorded within the identified structures (Mendoza 
Medina et  al. 2012). Sediments were not screened. Therefore, faunal remains of 
small size (i.e., teeth, carpals, tarsals, and phalanges) and from small vertebrates 
might have been lost. Consequently, the representation of these sort of skeletal ele-
ments and taxa may be negatively biased in our samples.

Zooarchaeological Analysis

All faunal remains were observed with led lighted magnifying glasses of different 
strengths (x3, x10). Taxonomic identification was carried out with the aid of Las 
Palmas Zooarchaeology collection (LPZ henceforth) of the Archaeology Laboratory 
at the Department of Historical Sciences at ULPGC. This collection includes mod-
ern specimens from the species represented in the San Martín samples. Taxonomic 
identification was complemented by consulting osteological manuals (Barone 1976; 
Cohen and Serjeantson 1996; Hillson 2005; Schmid 1972). Diagnostic characters 
among the caprine remains were analyzed to differentiate goat from sheep (Boess-
neck 1969; Meco Cabrera 1992; Prummel and Frisch 1986). Rabbits and pigeons 
were registered as wild taxa as the historical sources contemporary to the HSM note 
them as hunted species (Ruíz Melgarejo 1974 [1531]). However, they also might 
have been bred in domestic contexts in the city of Las Palmas.

The Number of analyzed Specimens (NSP) was divided into two groups: (1) Num-
ber of Identified Specimens (NISP) prioritizing the minor taxonomic category, and 
(2) Unidentified remains (NID). The NID were classified into general groups accord-
ing to the characteristics of the cortical bone: medium mammals (MSM), large mam-
mals (LSM), small vertebrates such as rodents and reptiles (SVER), birds (AVES), 
and splinters devoid of identifiable diagnostic features (UNI). NISP values served as 
the basic measure to quantify the assemblage and to make comparisons with other 
faunal studies in the discussion (Cannon 2013; Lyman 1994, 2008; O’Connor 2000, 
2003). The Minimum Number of Elements (MNE) was established based on the sum 
of specimens according to the diagnostic regions of each bone element and by con-
sidering zygopodium elements as independent. The MNE was used to calculate ana-
tomical distribution patterns, taxonomic frequency, Minimum Number of Individuals 
(MNI) and to estimate mortality profiles. The well-represented taxa (MNE = > 100) 
offered the option to calculate the Minimum Animal  Units (MAU = MNEi/Num-
ber of times that bone element i appears in a whole animal) and their percentage 
(%MAU = MAU x 100/MAU maximum observed in the faunal group) (Lyman 1994). 
The %MAU was used to estimate the frequency of anatomical segments and to cor-
rect sample fragmentation (O’Connor 2000).



1 3

International Journal of Historical Archaeology 

Identification of adult and non-adult animals was based on the degree of epi-
physeal fusion (Silver 1969). Observations of cortical surfaces and entheses, as 
well as degenerative pathologies of the joints, were also used to differentiate 
them (Baker and Brothwell 1980). A higher level of ontogenetic definition was 
observed among non-adult caprines, suidae, and rabbit specimens bearing these 
diagnostic elements (Hillson 2005; Jones 2006; Prummel 1987; Silver 1969). Sex 
was estimated from anatomical regions (i.e., pelvis) for caprines, dentition was 
used for pigs, and the presence/absence of tarsometatarsal spurs for chicken (Hat-
ting 1995; Zeder 2006).

Taphonomic conditions were evaluated based on LPZ and specific specialized 
manuals (Fernández-Jalvo and Andrews 2016). This involved recording the pres-
ence/absence of rodent incisor crenulated or carnivore puncture marks. Traces of 
burning and cutting were noted for all the skeletal elements in order to identify the 
handling and consumption of the carcasses. Thermal alteration of cortical bone sur-
faces was recorded following the five categories registered by Costamagno et  al. 
(2009): 0 = no heat alteration; 1 = partial thermal  disturbance; 2 = charred (black); 
3 = charred (gray); 4 = charred (white). Finally, the analysis focused on butchery 
traces, distinguishing between knife cuts and chopping marks. This included record-
ing the morphology, distribution, orientation, and relationship of the traces observed 
with different processing and consumption strategies (Greenfield 2000; Seetah 2018; 
Soulier and Costamagno 2017).

The data set was recorded in FileMaker TIPZOO® application which specifi-
cally serves to manage zooarchaeological information (Discamps 2021). Finally, the 
results were depicted graphically by means of vector schemes processed with Ink-
scape 1.0.2 (e86c8708) and QGis (Orton 2010; Yvinec et al. 2007).

Results

Radiocarbon Dating and Bayesian Modeling

The results place all the radiocarbon dates between the mid-fifteenth century and 
the outset of the twentieth century. The resulting model yielded good agreement 
indices (Fig.  3; Amodel = 77.9; Aoverall = 80.5). Hence the modeling delimits 
the absolute chronology of the two phases of construction: the first from 1480 
to the first half of the seventeenth century (Start:1475–1620, End:1490–1640; 
95.4%) and the second from the second half of the seventeenth century to 1780 
(Start:  1535–1660, End: 1670–1780; 95.4%). These results also suggest that 
the transition between each of the construction phases was very brief due to the 
overlap between their ends and beginnings. There is likewise a chronological 
coherence between the dates of each phase indicating that the stratigraphic lay-
ers, despite containing older materials in secondary position, do reflect the two 
temporal sequences. Thus, integrating the data from the Bayesian model with the 
relative chronology garnered from the pottery yielded two chronocultural phases 
for the HSM during the Modern Era: Phase I (1480 - late sixteenth century) and 
Phase II (early seventeenth century − 1780).
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Zooarchaeological Analysis

The faunal assemblage of the HSM consists of 2,390 remains (NSP) of which 1,929 
could be identified to taxon level (NISP) (Tables  2 and 3). The domestic species 
comprise cattle, sheep, goat, pig, dog, cat, and chicken, whereas the wild taxa are 
rabbit, pigeon, and lizard (Tables  2 and 3). Most of the teeth are preserved still 
attached in the alveoli of their mandibles or maxillae (Table  4). A modest num-
ber of traces of gnawing linked to rodents (272/NSP = 11%) and carnivores (203/
NSP = 8%) evidences the presence of these other species on site, too. This pattern is 
consistent with data collected during the archaeological intervention suggesting that 
most of the stratigraphic levels were sealed and hardly disturbed by postdepositional 
actions.

Phase I (fifteenth - sixteenth centuries) This phase contains 1,362 NISPs represent-
ing 71% of the total sample (NISP = 1362/1929). Most are from the fills of levels 
such as SU52 (NISP = 315) and SU84 (NISP = 595) (see Table 2). Caprines (sheep/
goats) are the best represented (62% MNE) (see  Table  2). At the species level, a 
MNE of 44 Capra hircus and a MNE of 26 Ovis aries was identified. The medial 
portions of the hind and forelimbs are the best represented (38 MNE tibiae diaphy-
ses and 34 MNE radii diaphyses; see Fig. 4). The frequency of immature animals 
calculated from the state of epiphyseal fusion attains 43%, with the peak of mortal-
ity of this group between 2.5 and 3.5 years (Table 5). Based on the morphology of a 
left acetabulum it was possible to recognize one female individual.

Fig. 3  Probability ranges of the radiocarbon datings of animal bones from the Hospital de San Martín. 
Each is represented by two lines: a light gray line indicating the 14 C calibration and a dark gray line rep-
resenting the Bayesian modeling (posterior density estimates). The chart also contains the actual dates of 
the hospital’s initial construction and abandonment
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Table 2  Zooarchaeological remains of Phase I (fifteenth - sixteenth centuries)

MSM: Medium Size Mammals; LSM: Large Size Mammals; AVES: unidentified birds; UNI: unidenti-
fied splinters

Taxon Common name NISP %NISP MNE %MNE MNI %MNI

Bos taurus Cattle 125 9 67 13 3 6
Ovis aries Sheep 26 2 26 5 4 8
Capra hircus Goat 55 4 44 8 5 10
Ovis/Capra Sheep/Goat 847 62 255 49 21 41
Sus domesticus Pig 204 15 96 18 6 12
Canis familiaris Dog 6 < 1 2 < 1 1 2
Felis catus Cat 1 < 1 1 < 1 1 2
Oryctolagus cuniculus Rabbit 93 7 29 6 8 15
Gallus gallus Chicken 5 < 1 5 1 2 4
Total 1362 525 51
MSM 78 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
LSM 22 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
AVES 4 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
UNI 87 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
Total 191

Table 3  Zooarchaeological remains of Phase II (seventeenth - eighteenth centuries)

MSM: Medium Size Mammals; LSM: Large Size Mammals; SVERT: Small Vertebrates; AVES: Uni-
dentified birds; UNI: Unidentified splinters

Taxon Common name NISP %NISP MNE %MNE MNI %MNI

Bos taurus Cattle 30 5 21 7 3 8
Ovis aries Sheep 3 1 3 1 2 5
Capra hircus Goat 18 3 15 5 3 7
Ovis/Capra Sheep/Goat 249 44 97 35 11 28
Sus domesticus Pig 68 12 36 13 5 13
Canis familiaris Dog 0 0 0 0 0 0
Felis catus Cat 4 < 1 2 1 1 2
Oryctolagus cuniculus Rabbit 140 25 57 20 7 18
Gallus gallus Chicken 37 7 32 11 4 10
Columba sp. Pigeon 17 3 17 6 3 7
Gallotia sp. Lizard 1 < 1 1 < 1 1 2
Total 567 281 40
MSM 115 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
LSM 5 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
SVERT 1 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
AVES 37 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
UNI 112 ─ ─ ─ ─ ─
Total 270
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Anthropic modifications among the caprines include Grade 1 (MNE = 398) 
and Grade 2 (MNE = 19) thermal  alterations mainly concentrated on metapodials 
(MNE = 42) and tibiae (MNE = 28). Knife cuts (n = 102) and chopping marks (n = 73) 
occur more often in the appendicular skeleton, particularly on the neck of scapulae, 
the proximal epiphyses of ulnae and femora. The axial skeleton, in turn, reveals knife 
cuts on the ventral area of ribs and longitudinally split vertebrae.

Pig, with 204 specimens and a MNE of 96, is the second-best represented 
taxon (15% NISP, 18% MNE). At the anatomical level, the eight ulnae recov-
ered suggest a higher deposition of forelimbs. 57% of the elements with onto-
genic diagnostic features correspond to immature specimens. This is high-
lighted by piglets at ages of less than 1.5 years (see Table 5). Furthermore, 
the assemblage shows two isolated canines of a male. Grade 1 thermal altera-
tion, frequent among metapodials, humeri, and ulnae, is observed on more 
than half of the specimens (NISP = 123/204; 60%). Knife cuts (n = 13) and 
chopping marks (n = 16) mainly affect the appendicular skeleton. They were 
observed on the proximal epiphyses of ulnae and transversal chop marks 
were recorded on the distal epiphyses of three humeri. But they are also dis-
played on the axial skeleton (i.e., axis) and the skull (i.e., lingual and buccal 
sides of two jaws, respectively).

Cattle, the third most abundant species, is represented by 125 specimens 
(9% NISP) corresponding to a MNE of 67 (13% MNE, see Table 2). Although 
these parameters do not allow a more detailed analysis of anatomical distri-
bution, a trend appears to emerge indicating a preference for forelimbs. The 
scant cases of epiphyseal fusion point to the preferential slaughter of adults 
(see  Table  5). Anthropic modifications include Grade 1 thermal  alterations 
(NISP = 64) as well as 19 chopping and 38 knife cuts. Noteworthy is the 
higher frequency of butchery marks among the phalanges in the form of six 
transversal cuts on three elements.

Table 4  Number of teeth by 
chronological phase either 
placed (in situ) in the mandible 
or maxilla or isolated

Taxa Phase I (15th – 16th) Phase II (17th – 18th) Total

In situ Isolated In situ Isolated

Bos taurus 1 7 0 0 8
Ovis aries + Capra 

hircus + Ovis/Capra
68 76 29 23 196

Sus domesticus 42 19 4 9 74
Oryctolagus cuniculus 64 0 22 17 103
Canis familiaris 3 1 0 0 4
Total 178 103 55 49 385
% 46.2 26.8 14.3 12.7 100
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Table 5  Slaughter age of the main livestock according to the state of epiphyseal fusion (Phases I and II)

n/F: number of unfused specimens; F: number of  fused specimens; %I: frequency of immature; RA P: 
proximal radius; HUM D: distal humerus; SC D: distal scapula; PH1: proximal first phalanx; TIB D: 
distal tibia; MTP D: distal metapodial; CAL P: proximal calcaneum; FEM P: proximal femur; FEM D: 
distal femur; UL P: proximal ulna; RA D: distal radius; TIB P: proximal tibia; HUM D: distal humerus

Element Phase Cattle Sheep/Goat Pig

n/F F %I n/F F %I s/F F %I

RA P I ─ 2 2 12 1 1
II ─ ─ 1 7 ─ ─

HUM D I ─ ─ 1 12 2 3
II ─ ─ 1 4 ─ ─

SC D I 1 1 3 6 3 2
II ─ ─ 2 2 ─ 1

PH1 I ─ 5 6 12 4 ─
II ─ ─ 3 4 1 ─

< 1.5 years I 1 8 11 12 42 22 10 6 63
II 0 0 0 7 17 29 1 1 50

TIB D I ─ ─ 8 6 2 2
II ─ ─ 2 ─ ─ ─

MTP D I 1 ─ 11 14 1 1
II ─ ─ 5 ─ 1 ─

1.5–2.5 years I 1 0 100 19 20 49 3 3 50
II 0 0 0 7 0 100 1 0 100

CAL P I 1 1 10 4 1 1
II ─ 1 ─ ─

FEM P I ─ ─ 3 8 2 ─
II ─ ─ 1 ─ ─ ─

FEM D I ─ ─ 1 3 ─ 1
II ─ ─ 3 1 ─ 1

UL P I ─ ─ 5 3 1 4
II ─ 1 ─ 4 1 ─

RA D I ─ ─ 7 4 4 ─
II ─ ─ 1 ─ ─ 1

TIB P I ─ ─ 3 3 ─ ─
II ─ ─ 2 1 ─ ─

HUM P I ─ ─ 5 ─ ─ 1
II ─ ─ 1 1 ─ ─

2.5–3.5 years I 1 1 50 34 25 58 8 7 53
II 0 1 0 8 8 50 1 2 33

Mean I 3 9 25 65 87 43 21 16 57
II 0 1 0 22 25 47 3 3 50



 International Journal of Historical Archaeology

1 3

Other domestic taxa are chicken (5 NISP, one tarsometatarsal of a female), 
dog (NISP = 6; MNE = 2), and cat (NISP = 1; MNE = 1). Rabbit stands out as the 
most abundant wild species (93 NISP making up 29 MNE) (Table  2) with jaw 
and pelvis as the most common elements. Three bones of rabbit (2 humeri and 
1 tibia) are estimated to be immature individuals slaughtered at between eight 
and nine months. Traces of thermoalteration and processing of the carcasses were 
recorded on several rabbit specimens (NISP = 28 and 6, respectively). Among the 
butchered bones (MNE = 6) a single transversal cut on an ilium and two diagonal 
cuts on tibiae stand out.

Phase II (seventeenth - eighteenth centuries) Of the total 837 specimens 
collected from this phase, it was possible to identify 567, that is 29% of the 
total sample (NISP = 567/1929; see  Table  3). Most derive from layers SU37 
(NISP = 232) and SU71 (NISP = 222) of Recinto 3, a floor and its associated fill. 
Caprines are the most abundant taxa (NISP = 270; 48%) with a total of 115 MNE 
(41%), which can be broken down into 15 MNE of Capra hircus and 3 MNE of 
Ovis aries. The anatomical distribution pattern reveals a greater representation 
of medial hindlimbs (15 tibiae shafts) and forequarters (12 radii and 11 scapu-
lae; Fig.  5). Immature animal frequency is estimated at 47%, with the highest 
mortality among the 1.5-2.5-year group. Two acetabula (left and right) are from 
female individuals.

Fig. 4  Schema of the frequency (%MAU) of caprines for Phase I
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Alterations of anthropic origin include burnt metapodials (MNE = 5) and femora 
(MNE = 4) (Grade 1), as well as butchery marks on radii (23 knife cuts) and humeri 
(22 chopping marks). Percussion traces are for the most part visible on the axial 
skeleton, concentrating on vertebrae.

Pig, with 68 NISP (12%) and 36 MNE (13%; see Table 3), is the second most 
common domestic taxon represented, most frequently by forelimbs. The scarce data 
on epiphyseal fusion suggest a balance in terms of the consumption of immature and 
adult animals (see Table 5). Thermal alteration is visible on 22 NISP with a special 
incidence among scapulae (MNE = 4). This sample also reveals 10 knife cuts and 
one chopping mark (NISP = 7; MNE = 6), highlighted by a proximal ulna shaft bear-
ing four fine cuts.

The number of adult cattle remains is modest (NISP = 30; MNE = 21) rendering it 
impossible to establish the anatomical profile (see Table 3). This taxon also reveals 
longitudinal percussion cuts on vertebrae (MNE = 4) (Fig. 6E), two thin transversal 
cuts on carpals (MNE = 2) and three on the proximal epiphyses of tarsals (MNE = 2).

Chicken is represented by 37 NISP (MNE = 32), notably adult wings and legs 
(ulnae 7 MNE; femora 3 MNE). None could be sexed. Apart from thermally altered 
elements, four bones present knife cuts and a synsacrum was chopped through 
(Fig. 6A).

Rabbit stands out. It is in general terms the second most common taxon 
(NISP = 140; 25%; MNE = 57; 20%) (see  Table  3). Its anatomical distribution 
pattern reveals a higher number of forelimbs (humeri 9 MNE). NISP estima-
tions place nine as young: three femora and three humeri would belong to indi-
viduals of less than four and eight months, respectively. They also bear evidence 

Fig. 5  Schema of the frequency (%MAU) of caprines for Phase II
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of thermal alteration (NISP = 21) as well as fine knife marks (NISP = 4) directly 
linking them to anthropic consumption (Fig. 6B and C). The spectrum of fauna 
is completed by the bones of cat (NISP = 4), pigeon (NISP = 17), and 1 NISP 
of lizard (Gallotia sp.) (see Table 3).

Fig. 6  A  Chicken synsacrum sectioned by a metal blade, dorsal and ventral view; B  Left rabbit tibia 
bearing multiple knife cuts on the diaphysis; C Left rabbit tibia fresh fracture and evidence of consump-
tion; D Right caprine metacarpal with transversal knife cuts on the anterior part of proximal epiphysis; 
E Longitudinal chopping mark on a cattle vertebra
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Discussion

The study of the faunal assemblage of the HSM offers the first perspective from an 
archaeological standpoint of the land animals exploited and consumed on the island 
of Gran Canaria during the Modern Era. It also yields a comparative framework to 
grasp the role of European colonization and that of terrestrial animals in the sub-
sistence and consumption practices of the Canarian society by that moment. The 
islands were the only Macaronesian archipelago colonized by the Crown of Castile 
in its expansion across the Atlantic. The archipelago also played a remarkable role in 
this Atlantic dispersal as it was previously inhabited by agricultural populations of 
Berber origin that had access to a number of different domestic animals before the 
European conquest. They thus differed from other processes in the Caribbean and 
the American continent that benefitted from a greater access to resources serving 
the development of large ungulates. Nevertheless, it must be noted that the context 
of the finds, an old hospital, could reflect the diet of patients, a specific segment of 
the population (Huggon 2018), and not necessarily line up with the eating habits of 
the general Canarian population (Pigière et  al. 2004). Even so, this study offers a 
preliminary assessment of the types of animals consumed and exploited in the Las 
Palmas urban context during the centuries after the European conquest.

The Animals Consumed at the Hospital de San Martín

The zooarchaeological analysis demonstrates that sheep and goats, followed by pigs 
and cattle, were the main sources of meat (Table  6). The anatomical distribution 
and slaughter profiles point to a preferential selection of adult and subadult indi-
viduals attaining their meat optimum (see Table 5). The faunal remains also reflect 
a greater abundance of goats over sheep throughout the entire sequence. According 
to the MNE for every element of sheep in Phase I there are two goats, a ratio that in 
Phase II increases to 1:5 (see Tables 2 and 3). This higher prevalence of goat con-
trasts with other late medieval assemblages elsewhere in Europe (Albarella 1997; 
Davis 2008; Grau Sologestoa 2020) and contemporary finds in the Iberian Penin-
sula where sheep usually outnumber goats (i.e., Puerto de Palos (Riquelme 2020), 

Table 6  Cattle, sheep/goat and pig remains in Gran Canaria Island during the indigenous and colonial 
periods

1 Data collected from La Restinga (twelfth - thirteenth centuries CE; Alberto-Barroso et al. 2017), Lomo 
Los Melones (fourteenth century CE; Castellano Alonso et al. 2016) and Cueva Pintada (early fifteenth 
century CE;  Castellano Alonso et  al. 2018). 2Data collected from Cueva Pintada (late fifteenth cen-
tury CE; Castellano Alonso et al. 2018)

Period Total
NISP

Cattle Sheep/Goat Pig

NISP % NISP % NISP %

1Late indigenous (12th – 15th) 3423 0 0 1492 44 1931 56
2Contact (15th) 174 0 0 108 62 66 38
HSM Phase I (15th – 16th) 1257 125 10 928 74 204 16
HSM Phase II (17th – 18th) 368 30 8 270 73 68 18
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Castelo de Evoramonte (Costa 2009), and Silves (Cardoso and Gomes 1996; Valera 
Gomes et  al. 1996). The pattern of San Martín also diverges from contemporary 
faunal associations in the Caribbean such as Puerto Real on Hispaniola or St. Agus-
tine in Florida (Reitz 1992; Reitz and Waselkov 2015) where the numbers of native 
fauna and cattle outweigh that of caprines.

The relative predominance of goats among the HSM fauna complex resembles 
that of other islands and high mountain landscapes (Atici et al. 2017; Halstead 1996; 
Navarrete et al. 2022; Ramis 2018), and, above all, the type of livestock of the Indig-
enous population of Gran Canaria (Castellano Alonso et al. 2018; Pais Pais 1996). 
Both historical and ethnohistorical sources reveal an abundance of goats and that a 
significant portion of their management since the initial moments of the European 
colonization rested in Indigenous hands (Alberto-Barroso 2004; Betancor Quintana 
2003; Ruíz Melgarejo 1974 [1531]). The key role of goats as a means of exchange, 
income, and inheritance as recorded in the wills of the Gran Canarian population 
in the early sixteenth century (Tabares and Santana Rodríguez 2018) needs to be 
highlighted. The availability of this taxon and the familiarity of the natives with its 
management explains its relative abundance among the finds of the oldest phase 
of San Martín. It must also be noted that goats were well adapted to the semi-arid 
environment and limited ecological resources of the Canary Islands (Castro et  al. 
2017). The continuity of caprines husbandry was certainly encouraged by the par-
ticular characteristics of these animals as appears to have also occurred with barley 
of indigenous origin whose adaptive capacities favored its adaptation and use – even 
to the present – in Gran Canaria’s environment (Hagenblad and Morales 2020).

Our results thus suggest a predisposition among European settlers to exploit both 
this well adapted animal and the knowledge of its management by the Indigenous 
populations. This is comparable to the breeding of camelids in South America after 
the Castilian conquest, although the introduction of sheep since the sixteenth century 
did lead to substantial changes in the composition and management of the Andean 
Altiplano herds (Wakild 2021; Wheeler et al. 1995). It is also noteworthy that the 
Canarian caprine livestock contributed to the dispersal of these animals throughout 
the American continent during the Spanish colonization (Álvarez et al. 2013; Amills 
et al. 2009; Wanjala et al. 2021). The great number of goats on the islands undoubt-
edly rendered this species profitable among the Atlantic colonies. From this perspec-
tive, it is hoped that future paleogenetic analyses on goat samples from the Modern 
Era will help to understand if goats were imported from Europe or North Africa 
after the conquest or if European colonizers continue resorting indigenous goats.

Pig is the second most abundant taxon, with a similar trend in both phases for 
the consumption of forelimbs of young individuals of less than 1.5 years of age 
(see Table 5). Despite the fact that the sample size is limited (MNE = < 100), the 
results do not change over time. Yet, the faunal assemblage of the HSM reflects a 
decrease in the relative frequency of pig with respect to the zooarchaeological 
record of late Gran Canaria’s Indigenous sites and their period of contact with the 
Europeans (see Table 6). The few sites studied to date suggest that in pre-European 
domestic contexts this taxon surpassed caprines indicating it was much more abun-
dant than in the Modern Era (Alberto-Barroso et al. 2017; Castellano Alonso et al. 
2016) (Fig. 7). The reduction in pig relative frequency may have begun in the period 
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of contact as evidenced by the fifteenth century faunal samples from the Cueva Pin-
tada (Castellano Alonso et al. 2018). This site contains the remains of Agaldar, one 
of the largest settlements at the time of the European arrival, located in the north-
western side of the island (Onrubia Pintado 2003). The decrease of pigs is also 
observed in the late faunal assemblage of the Hospital of San Martín. This trend 
is significant given the widespread role pig had in late medieval European culinary 
traditions (García García et al. 2021).

The present work confirms that the arrival of the Europeans led to the introduction of 
new faunal species. Finds of cattle, chicken, rabbit, and cat remains differ from the early 
to the late phase at the HSM (see Tables 2 and 3). With the exception of cat, these taxa 
are not present in Indigenous pre-European contexts. The few cases where they have been 
found have not benefitted from radiocarbon dating to assess whether they are intrusive 
elements (Alberto-Barroso et al. 2017; Castellano Alonso et al. 2016, 2018; Hernández 
Marrero et  al. 2016; Rando Reyes et  al. 1996,1997). Historical written sources docu-
ment the importation of alien species (López de Ayala 1780 [1393]; Ruíz Melgarejo 1974 
[1531]; Sosa 1994 [1678–88]). Recent genetic studies also highlight the introduction of 
large mammals, sheep, pigs, dogs, and brown rats (Álvarez et al. 2013; Ferrando et al. 
2015; López et al. 2013; Olalde et al. 2015; Suárez et al. 2013). However, the precise tim-
ing of these animal translocations in the Modern Era remains unclear as no paleogenomic 
analyses on directly-dated specimens have been conducted so far (Table 7).

Cattle is the third type of livestock (see Table 6). Its low numbers contrast with 
the data available for Puerto de Palos, a contemporary site in the south of the Ibe-
rian Peninsula (fifteenth - sixteenth CE) where bovids are relatively abundant (24% 
NISP) (Riquelme 2020). They also differ from the frequency attested in Hispanic 
colonies in the Caribbean Greater Antilles, whose colonization took place after that 
of the Canary Islands, and where bovines stand out among the faunal assemblages 
(Reitz 1986; Delsol et al. 2023).

Fig. 7  Frequency (%NISP) of the main domesticates by period. Data from Table 6
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The proliferation of bovids throughout a territory like the island of Gran Canaria 
must have been complicated by its abrupt orography, scarce pastures, and limited 
sources of water (Capote et al. 2002). The early written sources likewise record the 
difficulty and high rate of mortality associated with transporting large mammals 
between the Iberian Peninsula and the archipelago (Ruíz Melgarejo 1974 [1531]). 
The disposal of their carcasses into the sea is in fact behind the epithet “Golfo de las 
Yeguas” (Gulf of the Mares) given to this maritime stretch along the African coast-
line (Fernández de Oviedo y Valsés 1851 [1535]). The parceling of the land, popula-
tion growth, and the solvency of smaller livestock during the colonial period were 
factors that could have limited the development of bovine herds. This is reflected by 
the low proportion of cattle and absence of other large mammals (i.e., horses and 
asses) among the assemblage of San Martín and, consequently, their scant role in 
both occupation phases.

This trend is likewise bolstered by the absence of bovids in the analyzed con-
texts from Cueva Pintada (Castellano Alonso et al. 2018). However, it must be borne 
in mind that cattle were not only valued for their meat or milk, but for traction. In 
this sense, the low number of their remains and the large representation of adult 
specimens may indicate that they were mainly bred for working (and not for meat 
consumption) (Aznar Vallejo et al. 2000; Luxán et al. 2009; Ruíz Melgarejo 1974 
[1531]; Tabares and Santana Rodríguez 2018).

This study advances the earliest clear archaeological evidence of the consump-
tion of domestic fowl and rabbit in the Canary Islands, two species that accom-
panied the Europeans into the Atlantic as they colonized the islands of Macaro-
nesia, the Caribbean, and the American mainland (Delibes and Delibes-Mateos 
2015; Herrera et al. 2020; Traveset et al. 2009). An increase of chicken and rabbit 
remains from Phase I to II evidence their important role in the diet of the resi-
dents of the hospital complex (see Tables 2 and 3). Both taxa reveal signs of hav-
ing been processed for human consumption (see Figs. 6 and 7). The prominence 
of these species as a food resource expands at the Hospital of San Martín as the 
Modern Era progresses, reflecting a diversification of the sources of meat, albeit 
not superseding that of caprines. The increase in chicken consumption seems to be 
a relatively recent phenomenon that was established during the Middle Ages (Best 
et al. 2022). Historical sources also point out the key role of white poultry in the 
treatment of Canarian patients (Coello Gómez et al. 1980) and in other European 
hospitals from both medieval (Barger 1998; Martínez García 1995; Wall 1980) 
and modern times (Morris 2004). White meat at the time was especially recom-
mended for the treatment of the sick (Coello Gómez et al. 1980; Martínez García 
1995; Villagrasa-Elías 2022). In this sense, the assemblage of San Martín could 
reflect practices serving for the care of patients.

Finally, it is remarkable the absence of autochthonous taxa at San Martín with 
the exception of lizard and probably pigeons. The lack of comparative osteo-
logical studies hampers the identification of the two autochthonous species of 
pigeons present in Gran Canaria (Martín et al. 2013) as well as of their domes-
tic counterparts. That could relate to the scarcity of large native mammals in 
the insular ecosystem. In fact, old texts describe rabbit hunting in the island’s 
mountains since the outset of the sixteenth century, noting the prohibition of 
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starting fires to corner them due to the great risk to forests (Ruíz Melgarejo 1974 
[1531]). In other words, the main hunted animals were species that were intro-
duced, not native to the island. However, it cannot be ruled out that the fragility 
of certain taxa and the recovery methods used during the excavation led to the 
absence of wild birds or small commensal mammals such as rats and mice which 
are otherwise certified by bones bearing gnawing traces.

Other Activities: Slaughter and Tanning

The assemblage of the HSM also sheds light on anthropogenic uses of ani-
mal carcasses. The representation of body parts, biological profiles, and pro-
cessing marks suggest a selection intended for meat consumption. Butchery 
traces left on the bones are compatible with the metal tools introduced by 
the Europeans, implements that could not be manufactured on the archipelago 
due to the absence of metal ores (see Fig. 6). The recurring location of these 
marks suggest a standardized handling of the carcasses, at least in the case 
of caprines (Fig.  8). The evisceration and the use of tallow is gleaned from 
butchery traces in the ventral area of ribs and vertebrae. The latter also often 
present longitudinal chopping intended to divide the carcass along the spine. 
Moreover, most of the axes and atlases bear signs indicating the removal of 
the head. Traces of chopping and fine slicing marks are also frequent on both 
front and hind legs, with a particular concentration on the proximal epiphyses 
of radii and ulnae on both caprines and pigs. They are related to dismember-
ing the lower part of the leg from the upper quarter and also to filleting their 
meat (Soulier and Costamagno 2017).

A similar pattern of animal carcass management is recorded in medieval and 
post-medieval European contexts (Grant 1987). Yet in the Canary Islands the lack 
of comparative datasets is challenging. Most zooarchaeological analyses have not 
systematically recorded butchery marks in order to detect a standardized pattern 
as it has been observed in HSM. The historical textual records from Gran Canaria 
indicate that butchery was carried out by specialized workers of a marginalized 
social group during the Indigenous Period (Alberto-Barroso 2004; Zurara 1978 
[1452–1453]; Rodríguez-Rodríguez 1997; Seetah 2018). Therefore, the use of metal 
tools to process the animal carcass consumed at HSM is clearly linked to European 
traditions.

The skeletal remains also reveal knife marks among carpals, tarsals, metapodials, 
and phalanges of caprines and cattle that probably relate to skinning and tanning of 
hides (see Figs. 6D and 8B). Leather was an object of trade between Europeans and 
Natives from the outset of their contacts and it was fundamental to the local con-
sumption of the newly implanted society in Gran Canaria (Carriazo Arroquia 1946; 
González Marrero 1996). The tanning of caprine hides rose to great heights in the 
sixteenth century substantiated by exports to continental America usually with wine 
cargoes (Lobo Cabrera 1994). During the sixteenth century in Las Palmas some 
ordinances reported butchery guilds. Meat could only be sold in butcher shops and 
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“tocinerías” (shops specialized in the sale of lard) regulated by the colonial admin-
istration. This surveillance wanted to ensure a regular supply and control over the 
prices (Ruíz Melgarejo 1974 [1531]).

Fig. 8  A Schema indicating the frequencies of thermal alterations per bones in Phase I and II. B Schema 
indicating the traces and number of cuttings per element according to hypothetical functions of the 
caprine slaughtering process in Phase I and II. CRA: cranium; MAN: mandibula; VERT: vertebrae; 
COS: ribs; SC: scapula; HUM: humerus; RA: radius; UL: ulna; MC: metacarpal; CARP: Carpals; PEL: 
pelvis; FEM: femur; TIB: tibia; MT: metatarsal; TAR: tarsal: PHX: phalanges
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Conclusions

The zooarchaeological analysis of faunal remains from the old HSM in the city of 
Las Palmas sheds new light on the dietary practices of this specific site. It likewise 
gathers compelling data on the role of livestock in the local economy. The data col-
lected provide for the first-time information on the consumption of animals trans-
located by Europeans during the expansion across the Atlantic. The results point 
to goats meat, and to a lesser extent pork and beef, as part of the diet of hospital 
patients. An increase in the consumption of chicken and rabbit from Phase I to Phase 
II appears to reflect a full integration of these two species into the diet of Canarian 
society as the Modern Era progressed. It cannot be excluded that the increase of 
chicken remains stems from the fact that white meat at the time was especially rec-
ommended for the treatment of the sick.

The relative frequency of domestic taxa at San Martín differs considerably from 
that of other contemporary sites under the Crown of Castile either in the Iberian 
Peninsula, the Caribbean or Continental America. The data, in combination with 
notions gleaned from primary written sources, suggest that the new European set-
tlers took advantage of the availability of indigenous caprines to improve the stock 
over the following centuries. This decision was certainly encouraged by the particu-
lar characteristics of these animals as appears to have also occurred with barley of 
indigenous origin whose natural capacities favored its adaptation and use – even to 
the present – in the semi-arid environment of Gran Canaria.

The current study thus offers a comparative base for subsequent Canarian zooar-
chaeological analyses. Future lines of research should focus on other urban and rural 
contexts so as to evaluate if the faunal assemblage of the HSM reflect the eating 
habits of the majority of the population of the Modern Era, or if they are limited to 
the specific segment of the population, in this case hospital patients. In addition, it is 
hoped that zooarchaeological studies will be performed in other islands of the archi-
pelago to explore the occurrence of similar patterns to those here described or if, on 
the contrary, they reveal other circumstances specific to each island. In any case, this 
study clearly validates the role of zooarchaeology in providing direct information on 
the relation between humans and animals in the Modern Era, and the singularities 
that characterize each region and period.
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