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Abstract: The cave of Isturitz is one dhe mostimportant archaeological sites tie
prehistoy of Western Europeduman occupations followedach other ithe cavity from at
least the Middle Paleolithic to the Roman age. In 1®&sermard started archaeological
excavations there, and a calcite pillar was discovaeed to the original entrandbat was
sculped with adozen of animal representatioms.this excavationthe Magdalenian levels
yielded a considerable quantity mdrtable arbbjects In the lastfew years, several woeks
have resumed the study of those pie&dsce2011, we have created a research téarnthe
study of the parietal figures of the cawes well a®ther elementsfor example th@bjects
embeddedin the walls. We present here our first resyltwhich improve in the
understanding of the artistic activities of Upper Palaeolithic pedyylekedding light at the
art analyzed insturitz.
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1. Introduction: Gaztelu hill

Isturitz cave is one of a series of cavities in the Gaztelu hill (towns of Isturitz andNGatit-
d 6 Ar ueePyrénéestlantiques), a major site for Fran€antabrian prehistory. The archeological
research has focused on Isturitz, Oxocelrdgaiztoya and Erberua.

Figure 1. Location of the Isturitz cave among the decedataves of the Bay of Biscay.
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The Isturitz cavehas ageneral northwest/southeast orientati®nobably,originally it wasa very
wide gallery, more than 120 m lonand up to 50 mvide in some placesopen at both endSuccessive
collapses progressively sealed off the southeast enfrdmoeigh which the ArberouRiver entered
The entrancdrom the other diretion also was affected by rock fall that did not close it tot&ysed
on the various observations made, the corresponding paschesksheltersmust have had imposing
dimensiors, especially the one located on the side of the town of-BHirtin-d 6 Ar b, ®netad ¢
the SW Our observations on the shape of this entrandbeabeginning of the middle Paleolithic
suggest a width between 15 and 20 m and a height of closento 30ch an opening would definitely
have been visible from far away anduld have very early on attracted the prehistoric populations
who spent time in the valley. However, during this period of history, only the entrance located in the
town of Isturitzwas usable; this fact explains the name of the cavity, although most of its area is in
SaintMartinnd 6 Ar ber oue.

The Isturitz cavenetwork is generally divided into two parts: the Hall of Sdilartin (or South
Hall) and the Main Hall or Hall of Isturit@or North Hall) In this paper we suggest the additiorivad
Aadjoiningo halls: t he Rhi noslwellpabvarous Bnaall ddjaceam d =t
galleries connecting the various sectors.
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Figure 2. Current entrance for touristic visi®oto the Isturitzave

The Hall of Isturitz is striking because of its size with an area of more than 1500 m2, underscored by
ceiling heights of as much as 15 m in some places. At present, its floor shows adinuileard
slope ordeclivity, coming fom its two ends, which converge near the stairway dug out in 1953 in
order to provide access to the Oxocelhaya network. The maximum declivity, at the foot of the entrance
on the Isturitz side, corresponds to a large talus, now formed $tenie material from older
excavationsby R. de SaintPérier during the yeard9281949. The downwards slope in this talus
seemsto be very close to what existedginally. Shreds oflowstonefloors still attached to the walls
bear witness to a large calcite coverihgt was destroyed during these excavations. Furthermore, this
part must have been cluttered by lafglen blocks that weredescribed by past excavatoaad
particularly visible on a section of the entrance published by R. de-Baimer (SairdPérier,1936,
p.5; Figurell) [20]. The declivity near the Rhinolophus Hall, where research was limited to a few
borings, maintains the stalagmite coveritmsg t h
flowstone floor covers directlyhe bedrock which protrudes hereln its extension, a low passage,
where the limestone outcropped under a few dozen centimeters of sediment, leads to the Hall of Saint
Martin.

The shape of the Hall of SaiMartin, much less affected bgarlier excavationss quite diferent.
In addition to a smaller surface area, it is distinguished from its neighbor by an arch which barely
exceeds 2 m in height and by the very numerous concrétitag is, speleothemes, stalagtites and
stalagmites forming columéswhich frequently litk its ceiling with a floor that is no more than 0.30
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m thick in places. It is only destroyed in the part near the Phosphates Hall and within two galleries,
aboutl0and20 meters long respectively, which open out not far from the southeast entrance.

Within the Isturitz cave, several dozen years of excavations during the 20th century revealed a very
substantialarchaeologicaktratigraphy covering the middiend upper Paleolithic During 1912 the
excavations began under tdieection of E. Passemardntil 1922. The Count and Countess of Saint
Périer continued the work until 1959. In 1996, reseavakresumed at the initiative of the Regional
Archeology Service of Aquitaine.

After a series ofest excavationghich showed very high archeological potentedpecially for the
Aurignacian, excavations were begun in 1999 in the S4atin Hall of the Isturitz cave, under the
responsibility of a Frane&panish team, with the main objective shiedding light on the following
issues

- The transition betweené¢hmiddle Paleolithic and the upper Paleolithic;
- The first phases of the Aurignacian;
- Theprocesses of sedimentation.

This operation continued from 2000 until 2010 under the direction of C. Normand.

Figure 3. Schematic crassection of the Gaztelu hill
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The Oxocelhayddariztoya cave was discovered in 1929 by the owner of the Haaimdly J. P.
Etchegaray. The pajtist after the entranceras namedHariztoya while the remaindeeceived the
name of the Oxocelhaya farm tdieh it belongedThe cavenetwork reachesome200 mhorizontal
development or more; andands on a largeass covered with flowstone, with no exit on thiritz
slope. Its ceiling height exceeds 15 m in places, in particular in its median part tiwberds an
accumulation of enormous blocks that collapSed the roof Speleothemeare abundant everywhere
and often take on spectacular formattinake this a significant shesave.
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The archeological discoveries appeared very rapidly because, asfo$tvisits, J. P. Etchegaray
collected, from the surface of the first hall, two whole Bronze Age vaseswith finger impressed
decorations, a behaped cup and various human remé8antPérier, 1952, p. 2; Laplace, Larribau,
1984)[8,2]]. Thisauthor suggests thttis sector of the cavitigad afuneray function Reddotswere
also observed on the walls (Sakérier, op. cit.).

In 195556, J.M. de Barandiaran, assisted by P. Boucher and G. Laplace, undertook excavations in
the Ezker Hall, irthe continuity of the entrance. They found here a ratbepstratigraphy composed,
from bottom to top, of a sterile plastic clay, a clay layer with a rare and cryoturbated Mousterian and
many cave bear bonébsus spelaeysand another clay layer contaig a probable Aurignacian and a
silt layer with postglacial elements (Laplace, Larribau, op. cit.).

During an exploration campaign in 1955, G. Laplace discovered paiigaieds in the terminal

gal lery, referred to si ndrel982htleencontnsatiort ¢f éhtesti L a p |
excavationsallowed JD. Larribau and M. Lauga to find new parietal art works in a lateral gallery,
now the #ALarribau Gall eryo. The first set i nc

made of a serge of fine etchings on the very hard rock in this place, then a small complete horse
followed by athe head andheck (protomos)drawn in black lines. A little further on, the sinuous
contour of a flake of the wall was used to portray the dorsal line o$an biepresented vertically
Lastly, near the last massif, a smahgravedhind a well known representation on the Vasco

Cantabrian Coast. Among the figurations of t
horses traced on clay and a complexisatvhich several horses weemgraved One of these, named

Al arge horse with haltero, measures close to
sever al years now, many fexpressi oneac) haie beer e d

detected practically throughout the cavity (Labarge, 2Q8B)It should also be noted tharound
1978, clandestine excavations destroyed a zone with veryimigemainsof cave bears in the
Hariztoya sector.

In the lowest level of the cave sgsat, he Erberua cave, which has the river running through it, had
long remained unexplored. The first attempts to cross the downstream sump by G. Laplace, took place
around 1955 after P. Boucher had noticed an archeological filling under its arch witteNenitsols.

(P. Boucherpers. comm These first attempts failed, as did thasel960 by Messrs. Azéma and
Lacroux. Thirteenyears later, this sump was conquered by a team composed of C. Barroumes, J.D.
Larribau and J.M. LavigneThe Erberua network waken progressively explored and in 1975, the
first rock art wasdiscovered by J.D. Larribau, J.C. Guyonnau and J.M. Lavifirribau,
Prudhomme, 19899]. Since then andwer the course of abodb years, many expeditions within this
network, with the prticipation of M. Lauga and S. Prudhomme very significantly increased the corpus
of recognizedock artmanifestations (Prudhomme, 1990Y].

The network presents a very complex structure which is difficult to grasp precisely because no
comprehensive tamgraphy has beeyet published. However, the available informatiarggests the
existence of galleries of considerable dimensidognstreamwi t h a fAkeyhol eo se
high, followed, after the junction with a secondary gallery of large dimessklnthe beginnings of
several upper galleries (Larribau, Prudhomme, 1989)This description suggests that there could be
at leastwo superposed and/or juxtaposed networks, with the one located in the upper part collapsed in
places.
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Tracesof humanactionare very abundant, especially on the walls, with more than one hundred
signs andfigures inventoriedso far (Larribau, Prudhomme, op. cit.). Our attention is drawn by the
variety of the themes portrayed (various animals including horses, bovinasyaea cervidae,
possible felines, fishetc, anthropomorphs, harsiencils varied signg, the variety of the techniques
used (etching, drawing, painting, clay modeJisgmetimes intensely using the natural reliefs) and of
the substances involved (kdaor soft limestone walls, clay walls, floors). There are in addition many
bones inserted into fissures, some structures noticed on the ground, particularly blocks of limestone
arranged in a circle and often including a rib or tooth of an herbivore imr@andess central position.
Lastly, in the area close to the southeastern slope, the vast spreading of a multitutefaots
(knappedilint, fauna) suggests the presencdoiman habitation

2. The cave art of Isuritz: History of the research

The researh on the parietal art of the Isturitz cave began at the same time as the archeological
excavations. In 1912 E. Passemard visited the cave for the first time and the worknioegdrately
and ran until 1922 (Passemard, 1944)].

The inspectionof the wdls was nevertheless fruitless until the discovery of Emgraved Pillar
which was found during the excavations in the Main Hall.

The first mention of the Isturitz etchings was at the October 23, 1913 session of the Société
Préhistorique de France. Thexas mention of a reindeer, two does and other forms wrdda$ and
also traces of paint (Passemard, 19134). Lat er o nreliefdios \veny primitivie scol@uses
on wall s, representing reindeer, Passemards 1913)o e s
[12].

Figure 4. First reference to the parietal sculptures of the Isturitz cave (Passemard,[12].3a)

IDécouverte de Bas-reliefs et de I*ecintures dans
les Grottes d’Isturirtz (IB.-E%.).

| Prise de date].

M. Em. Passemaro (Melun, S.-et-M.). — Je viens de décou-
veir un trés beau bas-reliel sur roche, représentant un Renne
enticr et 2 biches, dont une percée de traits. e tout a un metre
de haut sur un métre de large environ. — Jai, de plus, relevé
des traces de Peintures et des formes qui doivent-¢tre d'autres
bas-reliels, Ces trouvailles ont  ¢été faites dans les Grottes
d’lsturirtz (B.-P.).
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In 1913 and 1914, the layers of sediment that covered the figures were removed and the panel wa:
also washed. In 1915 and 1916 theveyswere carried ouand photographs wetaken(Passemard,
1918)[13]. Somel5f i gur es wer e i nventoried: Acomposed o
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higher up in the western direction, a large mammoth head followed a little below isroglhibex
head, itself placed below a small ruminant head, while above we see the folded back feet of a galloping
animal. All the way at the top in the part cleared with a hammer, we can make out a bovine head, on
top of an indeterminable animal, whoseestionable feet are thought to join the back of a small
magnificently sculpted horse. Immediately below we semidefigure which can only be a carnivore.
Moving towards the West, we can make out a little bit further up the extended leg of a horse whose
head disappeared intwle in astalagmite. All the way at the end of this side, the large stalagmit
flowstonewhich covers almost the entire height can be interpreted as the hindquarters of the ruminant.
On its western face, the rock shows only two gaulur e s : one bear head
(Passemard, op. cit.).

Some 15 figures were reported but only the most visible ones were listed and identified with
certainty. For the remainder, there is no graphic document and the descriptions are somelkaes unc
in the publication of E. Passemard.

Figure 5. Cast of the wall sculptures of the Isturitz cave (Passemard, [2]8)

After the researchy Passemard further revision was carried out of the Pillad 872 At the time,
the artificial tunnel fa visiting Oxocelhaya waseing made, and this hindered access to the
engravings The records of I. Barandiaran show seve
cervidae, a bear, an ibex, a costiaped sign and a horse prots(lLaplace, 1984)7]. In this study,
half of the figures inventoried by E. Passemard are ruled out.
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In 1994, a white paper on the archeological heritage of the Gaztelu hill was drawn up under the
direction of A. Turg and C. Normand. Several objectives were set over theecolithree years,
including doing a detailed survey of the state of conservation of the parietal works of the two
networks, Erberua and Oxocelhaydowever, i was not possible to do this for various reasons.
Starting in 1996, when the team of F. Rouzawas$ carrying out the topography of the Isturitz cave,
prehistorichuman activitiesvere detecten the walls transformingour understanding ahe art of
Isturitz, which until then had only been acknowledged for the central pillar. In the Saint Madktin ha
the topographers discovered near the excavationtisgedorsal line of a bison, in a chamber close to
the entrance, red pitting, a bovine tooth inserted in a fissure and in the sepulchral zone, three rec
vertical lines. In the Rhinolophus hall, a éfadorsal line was recognized (Normand, Turqg, 2(006).

A first systematicanalyss of the inserted objects in Isturitz was finally undertaken by A. Labarge
(2012)[6].

Figure 6. Details from theEngraved Pillaof the Isturitz Hall (Laplace, 19847].

3. The current research project A multi-disciplinary approach

Given the history of the Gaztelu siteviewed abovgit seers pertinent toe@sume the study of the
parietal art,establishinglinks betweenit and the habitabn site and portable art So far,the only
comprehensive study remains unpublished (Prudhomme 1990) and the later research
demonstrated real shortcomings in the knowledge of the whole site (Labarge[&]0T®)e potential
of the hill in terms of parietal art remains to be explored.



