THE CAVES OF ISTURITZ AND OXOCELHAYA

Back to 80.000 to 10.000 years before J-C: Halfway between Lascaux and Altamira

WHERE ARE THEY?

Those caves are lost into the Pays Basque… and at least, still at beginning of October, there are in a bower…They are pretty isolated and a small road led there. The way is extremely pleasant because the area is splendid, very close from Spain and the ocean at just 30 minutes drive. This area of Pyrenees mountains is steeped with History: the way of Saint Jacques de Compostelle, the particular Basque culture, the Moors invasions…A lot to improve imaginary of the visitors of the caves of Isturitz and Oxocelhaya and to give them mind to discover what exactly our ancestors left in those places located on Gaztelu Hill.

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?

General visit lasts 45 minutes. First, we are spending a moment into a large cavity. Humans inhabited it. First one was Neanderthal and there, excavations are still in progress. Second room is very impressive because its size, its high ceiling and the immense column drawing up right in the middle. There, we can admire an engraving, which is no so frequent into an inhabited cave. It is done just before entrance of the second cave, completely different from the first one. Long time ago, an underground river separated the two caves and the cave dwellers had tardily discovered second cave. Here, we are into a mineral jewel and several rooms are beautiful thanks to limestone concretions and natural wonders as basalt columns, sumptuous draperies tinkling down on the walls and from the ceiling, creating strange and marvellous decoration.

The guide entertains visitors with a short concert of percussion on stalactites and we can easily imagine us coming back to Palaeolithic Superior and see the shade of some Prehistoric ones, with a torch moving towards the depths of the cave to leave their human print.

Here, it is that the visit stops and we are not allowed to visit more. But, stay quite, there is a special visit “Prehistory and Geology” every Sunday at 11.00 AM…during this special visit, we can see drawings and engravings dated from Magdalenian.

“EXTRA OF THE VISIT”

· A small shop “Nature and Prehistory” with books, jewels, postcards, various figurines etc

· On request, we are able to watch a movie about last discoveries in the caves, flint cutting 

“EXTRA” OF THE CAVE 

· A farm with “Country Products”

· A small museum

· AULAME – It is a Mediation Service in Prehistory proposing to discover many prehistoric activities 

INFORMATION

Mrs Joelle DARRICAU

Caves of Isturitz and Oxocelhaya

64640 DONAMARTIRI

Telephone: 0559296472

Fax: 0559473017

E-mail: cromagnon@grottes-isturitz.com
Aulame: aulame@aol.com
A site: http://www.grottes-isturitz.com
ISTURIZ/OXOCELHAYA-HARIZTOYA/ERBERURA

Sunday’s visit at 11 AM…
At least, this visit lasts 2h. Dealing with same stuff that general visit, it gives much more details and offers possibility to see some drawings located in the George Laplace Gallery.

It starts with a ten minutes video about the site, the excavations, the last discoveries and the various additional activities of the cave. Then, on the terrace in front of the entrance, the guide begins its comment by a general presentation of the site. First, we are learning that the good oceanic climate influence has mainly explained the occupation of the cave of Isturiz during 80.000 years. Vegetation and abundant fauna with reindeers but also with stags (in opposite of other areas where only reindeer was present), horses and bisons have suited as an ideal habitat place for wandering tribes. Moreover, over this hill of Gaztelu, we are dominating the valley and Arberoue river from where our dear Prehistoric ones could easily see the game which followed its course from there.

In the middle of this Franco-Cantabric area, it is during Secondary era that rock is formed, then during Tertiary era, the hill. Limestone faults made it possible water to do its work. Now, it is known that this hill contains three superimposed cavities. At the top of the hill, the ruins of Rocaforte Castle are still visible dating from Middle Age. Inside, thrown into the cave, currencies from Gallo-Roman time had been found. Lastly, during Bronze Age, first farmers in the area have deposited their dead people at the entrance (about fifty bodies). All these information exciting our curiosity, we are going now to penetrate inside this sanctuary with history as rich as various.

FIRST CAVE: ISTURIZ

At prehistoric times, there was a large porch, which extended until on the current terrace. Daylight naturally was lightening the cavity. Since 6 years, excavations are still in progress and we can see them at the entrance of the first room that is very vast. Various stratigraphies highlight the succession of human occupation from Mousterian to Magdalenian. Currently, scientifics are taking special care to Aurignacian period, i.e. this period hinge where Neanderthal has disappeared. Of course, thousands of objects were extracted from these excavations: flint tools coming from the regional layers of Bidache or Chalosse, points of spears, gravers, scrapers, borers but also objects in reindeer antlers or manufactured in bones as statuettes of horses, bisons and mammoths and these objects engraved with abstract curvilinear layouts, geometrical or in spiral on half-round rods very specific to this cave as well as human representations, which is very rare. We are allowed to admire some of these specimens in the museum of the cave as well as a splendid phallus in sandstone.

Second room is very impressive by 15 meters height and 100 meters length… and a huge calcite column setting up right in the middle. The river, whose powerful swirls left marks in shape of pots, still visible at the ceiling, formed it. It is even possible that the in rising river came back thereafter into the cavity and that, by its action of corrosion and mechanics, the movements of the rollers made this column. Currently closed by a fall, it is necessary to imagine this room, flooded by daylight during prehistoric times. But most astonishing of this habitat is the marvellous engraved panel of three superimposed reindeers. A little bite higher, we still can guess a horse or an ibex, maybe a stag? Under the back leg, we are noticing 3 oblique bars. At all events, these engravings were hidden under sediments dated from - 17.000 years. During a moulding, pigment of colour had been found, which can let think that engravings were also painted. In front of, remains of a fireplace, stones punts were laid out to make it possible to guests for sitting down. Then, there, you have any leisure to really see “them”… Imagine one full moon evening with only light of the moon penetrating into the open hole on the starlight night… Here they are sitting around the fireplace, the shade of the fire dancing on the engravings, giving it alive, the reindeers running towards their destiny and these humans, our ancestors, singing melodies, to maybe request or to tell stories while laughing, to precisely tell the history of these three reindeers setting out again towards the sky, their superb finely engraved shoes crossing the hills, the mountains, the forests at the speed of the wind to the ocean, this large very close water…

SECOND CAVE: OXOCELHAYA/HARIZTOYA  (Wolf/Oak Grove Plate)

Currently, we reach it by Isturiz and we go down few steps since it is located at 15m depth to the principal entrance and 80m below the top of the hill. But during prehistoric times, it was not possible to get inside except by an entrance located on another blank of the hill. This cave has never been used as habitat and it was not lit by daylight. Engravings and drawings of Laplace Gallery (discoveries in 1955) are inside it. First, “the small horse” made with charcoal. It is called also the pottok. It is a drawing very clear with a sure feature and without burs. This small squat horse does not miss charm even if it is relatively without grace and with few details. Nevertheless, its naive style seduces. 

Then, a “vertical bison” almost behind lying, rather difficult to see, in charcoal. It is its strange position which astonishes the more. Still, a “head of horse” whose style is rather particular. Was it about a special code? Lastly, a “large engraved horse” very difficult to see.

Natural wonders of this cave are already described in the general visit and we will not extend more on this splendid cathedral in baroque style due to outstanding concretions: cascades petrified in calcite, “cauliflowers”, delicate multicoloured run draperies in calcite etc….  A real treat ! However, we can also easily let digress our imagination in this fairy-like universe. Just like this visitor who mentioned that the place for him was looking as a nightclub, enjoying thinking that Cro-Magnon used the places to do, to some extent, which one nowadays calls “rave parties” (stalactites give possibility for playing percussions, anyway, into this cave, acoustic is really excellent… and flutes in bones of vulture had been found into excavations). And why not, after maybe having ate or drunk some hallucinogens substances containing mushrooms for example, those people didn’t try to communicate with the “spirits” living into the entrails of the ground or behind the walls, while singing, dancing, drawing and doing music. But of course, this is only assumption…

THIRD CAVE: ERBERURA

Even if we cannot, alas, to visit it, we are happy to know that it exists and that it contains in its mysterious cavities difficult to reach more than 124 representations of parietal art. Today crossed by the Arberoue River, it is defended on both sides by two siphons. It is thus necessary to dive to reach the dry parts where the masterpieces are. This cave being deprived, just like the two others, it should be hoped that an agreement would be one day possible between owners and authorities in order to be able to make us discover these news. Just wait and see!

“EXTRA” OF THIS VISIT

The guide, a very nice person, lets foresee the possibility in future for “contemplative visits” which would give the possibility to impassioned we are, to make a visit in the silence of the caves. A very interesting idea!

(JANUARY 2003) Patricia MILAN

