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Background

As a result of an invitation dated 23" January 2008 from the Minister of Culture for the
Eusko Jaurlaritza/Gobierno Vasco, I visited Pays Basque between 17" and 23™ February
2008 with the intention of preparing an independent report on the cave of Praileaitz [, a
number of humanly-created markings on its walls thought to be of Palaeolithic age, and
the state of conservation of and threat to these markings. At a meeting on 18™ February
with the Minister of Culture and the Director of the Cultural Heritage Department [ was
briefed on the situation as regards the cave. Excavations have been conducted in the
entrance vestibule and neighbouring chambers of the cave over the last decade, which to
date have unearthed archaeology of the Late Upper Palaeolithic (Magdalenian) period
and have begun to unearth archaeology dating to the preceding Solutrean. There is every
reason to suppose that earlier (e.g. Gravettian) archaeology will be found in the cave. The
Magdalenian levels yielded a number of engraved stones pierced for suspension from the
cave’s outer chambers (Pefialver et al. 2006). Given the rarity of these objects and the
fact that more *prosaic’ archaeology such as lithics and fauna is rare in the cave it seems
to have had special significance, at least in the Magdalenian. The discovery of humanly-
made markings of red colour in 2006 enhanced the importance of the cave, especially as
cave art is relatively rare in Pays Basque. The markings were identified as several groups
of “dots of red ochre, thought to be at least 18,000 years old (in radiocarbon terms —
actually older in real, i.e. calendrical years) by Garcia Diez (2006).

I was given the expert report of Garcia Diez prior to visiting the Pays Basque, and at my
preliminary meeting with the Minister of Culture I was informed of the general situation
with regards to the cave, the proximity of a quarry, and the need to ascertain independent
opinion on the importance of the cave’s art and the level and nature of threat to this art'. I
worked in the cave for two days (18" and 19" February) with the kind assistance of
Department of Cultural Heritage staff. 1 first viewed the situation exterior to the cave, the
location of the quarry relative to the cave and the general surroundings. I then examined

"In this report I use the word "art” to refer to any humanly-made markings on the cave's wall, whatever
their nature and whether or not they may be said to have functioned in any way like ‘art” in the modern
world.



the entirety of the cave, noting the condition of its walls and floor, moisture levels and
stalactite activity and whether or not examples of recent rock fall and/or damage to
stalactites had occurred. I was also shown the amount of sediments that have so far been
removed from the vestibule and first chamber through archaeological excavation. 1 then
concentrated on the examples of art, recording these relative to the cave’s floor and
preparing description of each ‘sector’. Following this I compared my own identifications
and description to that of Garcia Diez (ibid.) and checked again where discrepancies
between our accounts existed. | finally took some observations on the nature and
condition of the chamber in which the art is located.

The following report is organised as follows. First, 1 report on my observations about the
cave itself, its general condition and location. I then catalogue and discuss the examples
of art. Three summary sections detail (in order) my conclusions as to the cave’s artistic
importance; some concerns | have about the preservation of the cave and its art; and
finally, some recommendations for action. I stress at the outset that my report fully
endorses the independent expert evaluation of Garcia Diez; prioritises the importance of
preserving the art for a national and international audience; expresses some concern about
the fragile location of the art, and proposes some cautionary measures that would
minimise the threat to the art.

The cave: gencral observations

Praileaitz I cave is located high on a limestone hill (a major part of which is now quarried
away) at a bend of the Deba river. The physical situation is one of considerable relief — a
deeply-incised valley — with a number of known archaeological sites in the region that
attest to its importance in the Upper Palaeolithic. Although the immediate locality is
somewhat spoiled by the presence of the currently active quarry (the truncation of the hill
that the cave is set within and the colouring of the valley with limestone dust) enough of
the immediate environs ot the valley remains to allow an impression of the valley’s
original morphology. The walls of the quarry are located close to the cave, although the
quarry is now prevented from extending laterally its activities in this direction. I note that
a quarry road runs over the top of the cave. [ gather that this road runs ~20m above the
cave’s chambers. This may be of some concern: the lack of surface vegetation (and an
established depth of topsoil) over the cave could lead to increased levels of water
percolation through the rock and into the cave, where (given the cave’s humidity) this
could well lead to increased precipitation of calcium carbonate and thus to increased
deposition of flowstone (stalactite). This may be a concern for the art, which I discuss
below).

Iunderstand that the quarry is now operating under strict limitations of its dynamiting
regime, and that in the areas of the quarry in closest proximity to the cave this is
considerably limited, e.g. to ~lmm movement. Specialist opinion is that the current levels
of dynamiting are not affecting the cave’s interior detrimentally, which is supported by
my own observations (sce below). The cave takes the form, essentially, of a single
phreatic tube, widest at its entrance and becoming increasingly narrow and sinuous as



depth progresses. Several small lateral passages break off ot this, each choked with
sediment. In the first half of the cave’s accessible area the main system takes the form of
several natural chambers, and in these the cave’s natural sediment lies high, to within 1-
2m of the cave’s ceiling. Entrances to each of these chambers are somewhat lower,
generally <1m above the existing floor levels. Excavations in the entrance vestibule of
the cave have removed a thickness of ~1.5m just inside of the drip line, varying to the
rear wall of the vestibule where ~1m has been removed. These excavations have
increased air volume in the cave mouth by ~25%, although given the low (small) opening
that leads from the vestibule into the cave’s first chamber and the increasing degrees of
humidity in the cave’s interior, this increased air flow does not yet seem to have had a
significant effect on the environment of the cave’s interior. It should, however, be noted
that as excavations progress the amount of airflow from the vestibule into the first
chamber and {rom there into the next will increase, and this situation should be monitored
carefully. I the excavations are likely to alter the cave’s environment then serious
consideration should be given to their underlying research objectives: there may come a
point that preservation of the cave’s art and environment outweighs the desire to achieve
the objectives of the excavation.

The condition of the cave’s walls varies between and within chambers although can
generally be described as ‘mildly eroded’. Although smooth rock surfaces are relatively
common, the walls are gencrally eroded by a criss-crossed network of erosional burrows,
depositional weaknesses in the limestone and natural cracks. In almost every place there
is a thin (~1-3mm) light yellow to white film of eroded surface (‘mondmilch’) and in
restricted patches this film can attain a thickness of ~5-6mm. The mondmilch is generally
dry and powdery, although in several places in each chamber it can be observed as having
mixed with water and/or precipitated calcium carbonate (flowstone/stalactite). The cave
has in its past experienced levels of precipitation much higher than those observed today.
These seem to have been in spatially restricted areas. There are several such active areas
of precipitation today, including one near to the area of art as discussed below. I am
concerned that the proximity of the quarry road above the cave is contributing to
increased percolation of water into the cave and thus to heightened levels of flowstone
formation. This should be investigated. Should it be demonstrated that the road is
contributing to increased precipitation of water in the cave, the road should be closed and
the area re-vegetated.

Flowstones occur as both stalactite and stalagmite formations, although the former are
more commen and restricted in area. They are generally in very good condition, of a light
yellow to snow white colour. There is a total lack of mineral staining on these, which is
important as this immediately removes any possibility that the art is natural in origin. It
stands out very clearly against the homogeneous yellow-to-white background of the
cave’s walls and stalactites.

The sediments of the cave’s floor are gencrally wet, and are surprisingly clear of
indications of large animal activity and of recent rockfall or shattering of stalactites. My
overall impression is that there certainly has not been any significant damage to the cave
(at least in a form observable 1o the naked eye) in the recent historical past. Thin and



fragile ‘straw’ stalactites (‘macaroni’) can be observed in most chambers, including that
which contains the art, and in almost all cases they are preserved intact. Similarly,
stalagmites are generally prescrved intact. Where stalactite formations exist there is little
or no evidence of breakage on the sedimentary floor beneath them. The stalactites appear
to be in good condition. although in a number of areas are dry and powdery. The few
cracks that are observable in the stalactite formations appear to have occurred in
antiquity, i.e. are not fresh and do not relate to the quarry.

I note that the cave’s environment and seismology is being monitored by geologists and 1
emphasise the need for this to continue. Although at present the quarrying blasts can be
said to have had no visible effects on the cave’s interior, | am concerned that relatively
minor changes in the precipitation of water in the cave could instigate stalactite
formation, which could eventually obscure the art. Atthough formation rates vary an
example from the United Kingdom serves to inform how rapidly the art could be lost to
view: a dated inscription in Kent’s Cavern (Torquay, Devon) left only ~300 years ago
(late seventeenth century) 1s now virtually invisible. This is at least easy to monitor and I
see no reason for action until changes are observable.

In many places, particularly in the deeper parts of the cave including those in which the
art is located, passages are narrow {and indeed become choked with sediments). This
necessitates brushing past the cave’s walls/stalactite formations in order to gain access to
some parts of the cave. The passage into the chambers containing the art is in one such
location and the art itsclf' is in danger from such humanly-made erosion, which is a
concern that is discussed below.

Overall, the cave seems not to have been visible affected by the quarrying activity. One
cannot emphasise more that quarrying should not be allowed to progress any further in
the direction of the cave (I understand that it will not). The presence of the quarry road
above may be an issue for concern. The condition of the cave walls seems fairly good,
although the precipitation regimes should be monitored, as should changes to the cave’s
environment created by the ongoing excavations.

The art

Garcia Diez (2006. 1-2) divided the art into three sectors (numbered 1-3). Two sectors (1-
2) oceur in the same chamber” and in close proximity. while a third (3) occurs in a side
chamber off to the side ot the chamber containing sectors | and 2. In all cases these occur
towards (but not at) the back (end) of the accessible parts of the cave. [ confirm that this
is a true description of the location of the art, although my observations differ a little in
the detail as | discuss below. | retain Garcia Diez’s numbering and refer to his
observations in square brackets before describing my own observations and comparing
them to his. Overall, the art takes the form of ‘spots” (‘dots’) of a deep red colour
indicative of the use of hacmatite (‘ochre’), some of which appear to have been
accidentally or deliberately ‘smudged”’ vertically to form what Garcia Diez describes as

2 As this is as yet un-named I refer to it here as the ‘chamber of the dots”.



‘lines’. In all three sectors the size and morphology of the dots, particularly those better
preserved, is consistent with their being produced by finger tips. This observation is
reinforced in Sector 2, where the number of dots in each group appears to suggest the
emplacement of fingers 2-5 of right hands (i.e. without thumbs). On the basis of parallels
with the cave art of northern Iberia (Cantabria, Asturias) Garcia Diez concluded that the
most likely age of the art in Praileaitz [ cave was >18,000 BP, i.e. of early Solutrean or
Gravettian age. While this is certainly possible | see no reason why it should not belong
to the succeeding Early or Late Magdalenian (~16-11,000 BP) as dots and series of dots
are also known from this period in France. It may be that the art belongs to the older
period in this rangge, as it seems (o me that there is a concern for the marking of certain
fingers in sector 2 (and thus that these are not series of individual dots but the
impressions ol sequenced fingers of a single hand) and that these are theretore brought
into line with Gravettian hand stencils (¢.g. El Castillo, Maltravieso) in which there is a
clear and well-documented “grammar’ of finger depiction and attenuation. In any case
these are clearly of Upper Palaeolithic age and in my opinion ten, the Praeleaitz I art
furthers our understanding of carly symbolic communication on cave walls.

Sector 1. [Garcia Diez describes this as an “isolated point located on a wall face, on a
narrow stretch finishing in a small opening at ground level which leads to another
gallery’]. This is a single dot. standing out clearly from the surface of the cave wall,
which is light yellow in colour. mildly eroded with a <Imm thick deposit of mondmilch
and generally dry with the exception of an area above and to the right of the dot coming
to within 15c¢m ot the right of the dot which is moist although has yet to see any visible
flowstone formation. There is a pronounced crack running through the rock which is
observable on the tace bearing the dot as well as the face behind, which comes to within
20cm of the right side of the dot. There is a further line of weakness in the rock aroung
the dot, which is 1solated within this area and at the edge of the rock surface. The dot 1s
located immediately above a low opening that leads to a further chamber. The dot itself
comes to within 2-3mm of the edge of the rock, which at this point has a high angle (and
thus a weak lip). The position of the dot is therefore at a fragile point of the rock which is
in immediate danger ot damage through accident as visitors pass under the rock on their
way to the next chamber. Given the fragility of the rock and the proximity of the dot to
the edge of the lip, any damage is likely to remove part or all, of the dot. Because of this |
recommend that passage under this overhang, i.e. through the passage into the next
chamber, is kent to a minimum. As with all of the dots mn all three sectors the Sector I dot
appears fairly well defined against the bedrock both to the naked eye and under a hand
lens. There are ne other traces of any kind of mineral staining on the rock of the
immediate arca (or, for that matter, most of the cave). This is clearly of human
manufacture. It was placed atop a very thin layer of white stalactite that can be observed
more widely in the area under a hand lens (not so to the naked eye). The dot is ~13mm in
maximum dimensions (horizontally, i.e left to right) and slightly less defined vertically,
and in size and shape is consistent with having been produced by a tinger tip. There is no
visible stalactite over the doi.

Sector 2. [Garera Diez describes this as “the richest iconographic sector. It comprises five
series of spots or spots and lines located in flag like calcite formations. Series 1: vertical



flag decorated on the left face with a vertical series of 4 spots and 1 line on the right face
with a vertical series of 3 spots and 2 lines. Serics 2: horizontal flag decorated with a spot
on the front face. Series 3: horizontal flag decorated with a horizontal series of 3 spots on
the front face and a line on the back face with a horizontal series of 7 points, and Series 4:
subvertical tlag decorated with a subvertical series of 4 spots on the front face]. My own
observations agree entirely with Series 2, with Series 3 (minus the line) and with Series 4.
I differ somewhat with my own reading of Series 1.

Sector 2 forms the major accretion of dots in Praeleaitz | cave. Immediately prior to the
chamber in which the art 1s located (the ‘chamber of the dots’) stalactite formations form
a delineated area of light yellow to white flowstone which stands out from the cave. This
is made even more apparent by the fact that this area is entered by a low crawl space. All
of the Series” of dots that comprise Sector 2 (in addition to Sector 1) occur beyond this
stalactite formation, i.e. on its inner face. With the exception of the seven dots of Series 3
they are ali therefore observabie from within the chamber of the dots looking either back
towards the entrance (Sector 2) or beyond and further into the cave (Sector 1). The
proximity of the Sector 1 and Sector 2 dots may be of significance. As Garcia Diez notes,
all of the dots were placed on thin flags (or ‘curtains’) of stalactite precipitated down
from the ceiling. These take the form of a number of folds that define an ‘arch’ through
which one may pass into the chamber of the dots. The left hand side of this arch is
unformed, although stalagmites have formed to a height of ~70mm on the tloor at this
point, and the upper part of the arch blends into the wall of the cave. Following the wall
around to one’s right one comes 10 the arch above which is the Sector I dot. | am
concerned that in every case the Scctor 2 dots are placed on fragile flags that project into
the arch at this point, in almost all cases very close to the edge of the flags. As this is so
every Series of the Sector 2 art i1s in danger of damage through accident. Only the lightest
of percussion or even abrasion (e.g. through a helmet, light or rucksack coming into
contact with the flags) could remove or significantly damage the art. In view of this it is
imperative to restrict the movement of visitors under the arch containing the Sector 2 art.
There is a perfectly good access route to the right of this arch (as one looks back towards
the entrance from the chamber of the dots). At this point the stalactites do not fall as low
as in the decorated arch, although there are a number of stalagmites which can easily be
negotiated. I recommend most strongly that a barrier be placed under the Sector 2
art/arch, in order to prevent any further movement under it. Passage to its right may
endanger the existing stalagimites but these are of lesser importance to the stalactite
formation and Sector 2 art.

The stalactite is very dry in the area of the Sector 2 art, and is in places covered by a very
thin film of powdery calcium carbonate formed by the in situ erosion of the stalactite.
The formation is tight vellow to white with little surface marking or mineral inclusions.
The art series stand out clearly against this homogencous background, and as they form
well-delineated groups of well-defined dots consistent with the size and morphology of
fingertips, and tollow the edge morphology of stalact'te flags. they are demonstrably of
human manufacture.



Sector 2, Series 1. A group of four dots trending subvertically along the lip of a fold of a
curtain (flag) towards the left extremity of the arch. The flag at this point is ~lcm thick
although translucent with low powered torchlight. The lowest dot is ~130cm from the
cave floor at this point. The flag projects out into space and is thus in danger of accident.
Dot 1 (lowest. to tefl) fits naturally into a small concave ‘niche’ about the size of a human
finger tip. It is well-defined and ot a pronounced deep red colour, ~12-13mm in
maximum dimension (left to right). It is the most pronounced of the four dots, erosion
apparently being minimal. The second dot (higher and to right of first dot) is very similar
in form and size to the first. The third (higher and to right of dot 2) is longer in vertical
dimensions that it is wide and thus may more appropriately be described as a line. Its
maximum vertical dimension is ~2c¢m and about 0.5mm in width. It is well-defined and
deep red in colour. Although formally a line it is consistent with marking by finger tip
and could either be deliberate or ar accidental finger slippage. The fourth and uppermost
dot is very indistinct. essentially comprising two patches of red colour. The largest of
these 1s ~4mm in maximum dimension and the other only a very small patch of ochre on
a small spur flowstone. Together these suggest an original dimension of the dot
commensurate with the others.

The distances between the dots are as follows:

1-2: 8cm
2-3: 8cm
3-4: 6¢cm

The definition of the dots decreases from 1 (the most clearly defined) to 4 (the least
clear). Although this could be due to erosion the lack of obvious signs of this might
suggest that it is likely due to the original pressure used to apply the dots. Further to this,
the spacing between the dots is commensurate with that between fingers 2-5 of the right
hand of an adult human (i.e. my own). While one cannot rule out that the dots were
applied singularly and perhaps with the same finger, the spacing, morphology and left-to-
right decrease in definition of the dots is consistent with their being applied at the same
time, with {ingers 2-5 of the same (i.e. right) hand. If this is correct, finger 3 would have
slipped, producing a formal line.

This compares closely, but not precisely, with the identifications of Garcia Diez. From
the wording of his report it is unclear which of the two series on this flag this can be
equated with. although in each case he identifies five separate dots/lines. Whichever the
case, it seems that I have been unable to identify a fifth element in the first group of
Series 1.

Garcia Diez also identifies a group of five dots/lines on the other side of this flag, which
he includes in Sector 2 Series 1. 1 did not identify this group during my first examination
of Sector 2. I returned to the relevant area after checking my obscrvations against those of
Garcia Diez. | could not identity a second group of five dots/lines. There are two points
on the opposite side of the flag where two possible dots are visible. although these are
very indistinct. I could determine a possible line and a possible dot, the larger of which



(the possible line) is ~155cm above the floor of the cave at this point. This larger line is
~4cm in maximum dimenston (vertically) and the smaller dot a ‘smudge’ located ~20cm
lower, I am not totally convinced that these are humanly-produced, although given the
general Jack of mineral staining and surface contamination of the stalactites in this area
these should be treated as art and siudied in further detail.

Sector 2, Series 2. This dot is isolated on a flag immediately in [ront of the flag
containing three dots of Series 3. and given that this dot is positioned between dots 1 and
2 of Series 3 it scems likely that it forms part of this group. Visually this group therefore
forms a line of four dots. Whether or not this 1s correct the flag containing the Series 2
dot stands ~7cm in front of that containing three dots of Series 3, and it therefore seems
likely that it was applied separately, given the ergonomic difficulties of applying it at the
same time (i.e. as a separate finger of the same hand) as the group of Series 3. This dot is
fairly well defined, deep red 1 colour, and ~12-13mm in maximum dimension
(horizontally). It fits within a small concave depression in the flowstone. As the flag
projects downwards into the arch the dot is in significant danger of damage.

Sector 2, Secries 30, Garcia Diez includes two separate groups of dots/line in series 3. As
these are placed on separate sides of one flag I break these down here for descriptive
convenience into Series 3a and 3b, detailing each separately. Series 3a forms a group of
three subhorizontal dots on a flag --7em behind that of the one containing the Series 2
dot, and likc that flag it is ~Smm thick and thus very fragile. The stalactite flag is
translucent under low-powered torchlight and contains light and dark banding arising
from its formation sequence. The three dots are placed horizontally along the edge of the
flag). The specing between dots 2 and 3 is widest, accommodating the position of the
series 2 dot in front, which lends further support to the noticn that the series 2 dot forms
part of this compaosition. Series 2 dot 1 (the left most) is well-defined, deep red in colour,
subcircular in shape and ~18mm in maximum dimension (horizontal). In terms of shape
and size it is consistent with a finger tip although too large to be a fifth (i.c. little) finger.
It ends only ~ 1mm from the edge of the flag, which is at this point highly fragile. Dot 2 is
actually longer in vertical dimension than horizontal and thus formally a line. It runs
vertically for ~4.5¢m - the entire vertical length of the flag — and 1s ~Smm thick (i.e. left
to right). [t is [airly well defined and unbroken. Either this was deliberate or and
accidental smucge. It ends on'y ~Imm from the edge of the flag, which is at this point
highly fragile. Scries 3a dot 3 is located to the right ef dot 2. again at the edge of the flag
and in a vulnerable position. Tt 1s well defined and deep red in colour, and like dot 1 is
~12mm in maximum dimension (horizontally) and censistent with a finger tip. The
distance between the dots (cantre to centre) is:

Dot 1-2: 3¢m
Dot 2-3: llem

Note that if the: sertes 2 dot 1s included in this, it falls between Series 3a dots 2 and 3 and
thus reduces 1l spacing Hetween the dots of the group to a ‘aormal’ one, 1.e. one

consistent with the spacing of fingere 2-5 of an adult’s hand. Taken as a group the sector
2 Series 2 and 3a dots arc again consistent with the marking of four fingers of one hand.



If this is correct, while one cannot rule out a left hand ergonomically, the dimensions of
the left most dot are too large {or an un-smudged little finger and thus might be more
consistent with a right hand. The similarity to Sector 2 series ! 18 apparent.

Sector 2, Series 3b. This corresponds to Garcia Diez’s “line on the back face [of the flag
containing Series 3a] with a horizontal series of 7 points’. [ was unable to identify a line,
although the seven subhorizontal dots are fairly distinet, if of varying definition. The flag
varies in vertical dimension between 3-5cm at this point. and is ~4mm thick, thus the dots
are in a very vulnerable position as they follow the edge of the flag. The centres of each
dot arc ~3cm apart, a consistent spacing that must have been deliberate. Dot 1 (the left
most) is very indistinct but visible, and as will all of the dots cf Series 3b stands out from
the light colour of the stalactite. Dot 2 is of stronger definition and fairly deep red, and is
longer in vertical dimension (~2cm) than herizontal can formally be described as a line.
Dot 3 is distinct and ~1cim wide in maximum dimension (horizontal). Dots 4, 5 and 6 are
distinct and ~12mm wide in maximum dimension (horizontal). Dot 7 is the least distinct
of the group, present only as a trace. although it is clearly visible against the background
of the stalactite. All of the dots come to the edge of the stalactite. Thus with the exception
of a line (assuming from Garcia Diez’s description this is not one of the dots of the line)
my observations concur well with his description of this series.

Sector 2, Serics 4. This corresponds to Garcia Diez’s “subvertical flag decorated with a
subvertical serics of 4 spots or the tront face’. This section, on a section of flag defining
the right section of the stalactite arch (as one looks back towards the entrance from the
chamber of the dots) projects into space and is thus at considerable risk from damage.
Four distinct dots — again consistent with having been made with the finger tips of one
hand) - occur in a defined area subhorizontal in orientation, and stand out clearly against
the homogeneous light vellow of the stalactite tlag. In this area the flag is no more than
~3cm in maximum dimensicn and ~4-5mm thickness, and one cannot emphasise more its
vulnerable position and abselute fragility. As the dots all come to the edge of this flag
any damage is likely to remove them. The dots are closely spaced, the distance between
dots | (left most) and 4 (right most) only ~9cm. As with Sector 2 Series 3b the spacing
between the contre of each dot 1s ~3cem. Ergonomically this is a comfortable spacing
between {ingers 2-5 of an adult human’s hand (i.e. mv own). Dot ! (lett most) is well
defined and ~12mm in maximum dimension (horizontal). Dot 2 is slightly longer in
vertical dimension (~17mm) although this difference is not pronounced enough to define
this dot as a line. Dot 3 is fairly distinct although a small part of its upper margin appears
to have flaked away, and is ~17mr1 in maximum dimension (horizontally). Dot 4 is the
least distinct hut still fairly well delineated, with a maximum dimension of ~13mm
(horizontally). The spacing between dets 3 and 4 js the longest in the group (~3.5¢m as
opposed to ~3cni) and is consistent with the wider spacing between fingers 4 and 5 (i.e.
ring and little fingers). If correct this is consistent with the dots representing fingers 2-5
of a right hand. This interpretation may also explain the right most dot being the least
defined. as the strength of the little finger would be the lowes! of fingers 2-5. The lowest
(right most) dot is ~8lem from the floor of the cave at this point).



As with sector |, sector 2 contains clcar examples of deliberately placed markings which
are in fairly good condition and generally clear definition but nevertheless are
considerably vulnerable to physical damage. While apparently unaffected by quarrying
they are at risk from human visitors. The groups of Sector 2 share similar characteristics
which was probably meaningful in antiquity. The are discrete clusters of (usually) four
dots, defining arcas around the periphery of an arch of stalactite which forms a natural
entrance/exit to the chamber of the dots. It is interesting that the groups formed by Sector
2 series I, 2/3a and 4 each contain four separate dots. In two of these (series 1 and 2/3a)
each group contains one dot that is more appropriately described as a ‘line’. Even Series
3b, which with 7 dots cannot have been applied by one hand alone, still contains one dot
which can formally be described as a line. Whether o1 not these lines were deliberate, the
similarity of composit on of ezch group evokes the attenuation of hand stencils common
to the Gravettian (~29-22.000 BP in France, ~20-22,000 BP in Iberia) and suggests that
there may be @ meaningful link between compositions of finger dots and hand
stencils/prints,

Although the stalactite formation on which all of the Sector 2 art is placed appears at
present to be inactive, I note that an active area of precipitation occurs within ~130cm of
the flags containing Sector 2 series 1, 3a and 3b. Although the floor of the chamber of the
dots is remarkably clear of shattered rock and stalactite, suggesting that it is visibly
unaffected by the quarrying, there are localised areas of light water accumulation, as
there are on the chamber’s walle, The area of precipitation ~130cm from the art has a
drop frequency of around onz "wvater drop per second -- fairly frequent. In view of the
location of the quarry road above the cave as noted above. I am concerned that changed
in the precinitation regime of the cave at this point could move this area of precipitation
or instigatc ncw ones. The location of the chamber of the dots relative to the quarry road
above should be ascertained end the degree of threat estimated.

Sector 3. This corresponds to Garcia Diez’s ‘isolated spot located on the upper central
edge of an opening that leads into the gallery that goes right to the end of the recess’. The
recess of concern appears to he a side chamber to the chamber of the dots, and isin a
general sense in the same aren Hf the accessible cave system, This takes the form of a
single, well-defined pale red dot of ~1Smm maximum dimension (korizontal) that stands
out distinctly from the deep grev-vellow of the cave wall at this point. The wall has been
smoothed by water flow and although moist in places bears no signs of stalactite flow in
the immediate vicinity of the dot. It does, however, bear signs of erosion, in the form of a
~1mm thick mondmilch. The dot is located at a height of ~128cm above the sloping floor
of the cave at this point. It is important to note that this fissure is only ~64cm wide at the
area of the dot, and thus visitors passing the dot place it in considerable danger of damage
through abrasion. [ recommend that visitors are therefore prohibited from passing beyond
the dot. Once azain the floor of thi= fissure is clear of signs of rock spalling or stalactite
fall, indicating that the Sector * dct is apparently in no visible danger from the quarrying.

Overall, the three sectors of ar in Praileiatz [ cave are a significant addition to the
prehistory of the region. They are clearly humanly made, and clearly of Upper
Palaeolithic attribution. | fully concur with the conclusion of Garcia Diez that they are



most likely to be in excess ol 18,000 radiocarbon years in age (which equates to a real
antiquity of at least 20,000 years). Culturally they are most likely to be attributable to the
Gravettian or early Solutrean. on the basis of analogy with other decorated caves of
Cantabria and Asturias. Although not in any obvious danger from quarrying, I note with
some concern the proximity of the existing quarry road and the possible dangers of this to
the cave’s precipitation regime. 1 also note that while conditions in the cave are presently
very humid, due account should be taken to monitor changes in the cave’s environment,
particularly as excavations progress and air circulation presumably increases. [ note
especially that in all cases the art is in considerable danger of damage from the passage of
visitors. and I recommend steps be taken to restrict and redirect visitors so as to minimise
this dangcr.

Summary 1 importance of the cave
. } )

The series of dots, both isclated and in groups, found in the deep parts of Praileaitz |
cave, expand the knowledge of Upoer Falaeolithic parietal art in Guipuzcoa and elaborate
its nature. They are certainly of Upper Palaeolithic age. and while known in northern
Iberia and arc noorly represented in the Pays Basque. For this reason alone the cave is of
considerable importance to the region’s heritage. In addition, the specific nature of the
dots, and the interpretation that they form deliberate and meaningful compositions, adds
to our understanding ot the nature or earlv, non-figurative, symbolic systems and,
ultimately perhaps, to the origins of writing. Whether or not the Praileaitz I dots were
created as prints of the fingers of the right hand, and shared very specific characteristics
out of a variety of potential characters (i.e. redundancy) they must surely share some
similarities with the more v/idely urderstood repertoire of hand stencils and prints which
seem to be a major characteristic of the Gravettian period and one might hypothesise that
these arc broadly contemporary. The findings in Praileaitz ! cave add another dimension
to early svmbielising, and in this sense are important on an international scale.

I conclude that the art of the Praileaitz | cave is of considerable importance at several
levels.

o Ataregional level these add significant quality to the early prehistoric record of
Guipuzcoa and Pays Basque, enhancing its heritage and furthering artistic links
between the region and elsewhere in northern Iberia and the Pyrenees in
prehistory.

e Atarnational level the cave adds another dimension of chronological and regional
(geographic) variabilizy to Upper Palaeolithic parietal gt of the Iberian Peninsula.

e Atuan international level the cave’s art adds a dimension to the study of the
emergence of human svmbolic systems and, perhaps, to the long-term origins of
writing itself.



Summary 2: concerns

o [ am concerned that changes in the precipitation regime of the cave could increase
the formation rates of tlowstones (stalactites). As one active flowstone is located
~1.3m from the Sector 2 art this should be monitored. The presence of the quarry
road above the cave. or the proximity of the quarry walls to the cave’s chambers
may have an effect on moisture levels.

o am concemned that in all cases the art is located at projecting locations of a very
fragile nature. Because of this all of the art is in danger of destruction through
accidental damage. Thus while the art appears to be sale from the effects of
continuing quarrving, it is in danger from human visitors to the cave.

o | am concerned that the cave’s environment and corresponding effects on its walls
may change, notably through the increase of air flow caused by the excavation of
sediments in its vestibule and first chamber.

Summary 3: recommendations

e Ireccrmmend that airflow and environmental conditions should be closely
monitored as excavations in the vestibule and first chamber progress and thus
increase the volume of air to sediment in the cave. The research objectives of the
excavation should be re-evaluated in the light of their potential damage to the
cave and 1ts art,

e Irecommend that attention is given to the proximity of the quarry road above the
cave and to whether this is affecting levels of water percolation into the cave, and
thus whether increased flowstone formation is occurring due to this. If this is
thought to be problematic, closing the road and re-establishing natural vegetation
could arrest any dangers here.

e Giver the fragility of the art | recommend that the number of visitors to the cave
be kept to a mintmam. and that activity in the iramediate proximity of the art is
restricied as far as possible. Visitors should a) not move beyond the dot at Sector
| unless absolutely necessary; b) should enter the chamber of the dots through the
entrance afforded to the side of the stalactites containing the Sector 2 art and
never under it, and ¢) in Sector 3 should not pass the location of the single dot.

o ]l recommend that the known art of the cave be published as soon as possible, at
least i1 preliminary form. in an appropriate international journal. This will draw
the attention of the international scholarly community to it and enhance its
international importznce ameng Palacolithic specialists,
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