
 

Irikaitz archaeological site -- host to a
25,000-year-old pendant

December 27 2011

The recent discovery of a pendant at the Irikaitz archaeological site in
Zestoa (in the Basque province of Gipuzkoa) has given rise to intense
debate: it may be as old as 25,000 years, which would make it the oldest
found to date at open-air excavations throughout the whole of the Iberian
Peninsula. This stone is nine centimetres long and has a hole for hanging
it from the neck although it would seem that, apart from being
adornment, it was used to sharpen tools. The discovery has had great
repercussion, but it is not by any means the only one uncovered here by
the team led by Álvaro Arrizabalaga: "Almost every year some
archaeological artefact of great value is discovered; at times, even 8 or
10. It is a highly fruitful location".

Irikaitz lies behind the bath spa in Zestoa, on the other side of the river
Urola, 14 metres from the river bank. The archaeologist from the
University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU) has been carrying out
excavations here summer after summer, together with students and
researchers from this and other universities and in cooperation with
Aranzadi Science Society. Since 1998 they have uncovered 32 square
metres; nothing compared to the eight hectares (at least) that this
"gigantic" open-air site covers. This is archaeology, demanding a lot of
patience, but the results are worth it: "You feel as if you have found
something that has been waiting to fall into your hands for 200,000
years".

It is like a lottery
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The tasks pertaining to an archaeological site are complex and lengthy in
any case, but particularly so at Irikaiz. To start with, because it is in the
open air. In the case of caves, it is known that they served as refuges for
our ancestors and, once their location is identified, it is highly possible
that archaeological treasures are found there. Open air archaeological
sites, on the other hand, are discovered when some civil engineering
infrastructure has to be built, and it is difficult to predict what will be
found. Moreover, in Zestoa there are remains from the Lower
Paleolithic, when there are hardly any references from this period in the
Basque Country. According to Mr Arrizabalaga, when they started, "it
was like a lottery. We did not know what to expect – either about its
chronology or about the kinds of remains likely to be uncovered".

Precisely because of this lack of references, they were fascinated when
they came across "totally exotic" raw material: volcanic stones. "In the
first dig, we thought at first that someone may have brought the rocks
there when they were building the Urola railway, to use them as ballast.
It was all so surprising and incredible", said the archaeologist. But no;
this phenomenon had another logical explanation: "It is a geological
rarity. In the Urola River valley there is a layer of volcanic stones; the
river cut through these, took them to the surface and brought them to
this place. This is why humans from prehistory came here – there was no
other place in the Basque Country with stones like these".

A margin of 350,000 years

The fact that the remains are so old or the features of the materials
thereof so unusual make dating in Irikaitz very difficult, as most of the
methods commonly used to this end are of little use here. A clear
example of this is that any kind of dating with bone remains has had to
be totally discarded; unlike in other sites; here there are hardly any such
remains, the earth here being so acidic that it has consumed almost
everything in this respect, leaving only stone tools and plant fossils.
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There are, thus, few means for dating certain remains. There were two
periods of human occupation in Irikaitz, the most recent being 25,000
years ago, the pendant discovered this summer being from that time.
But, it is the older occupation that gives headaches in trying to date it.
Yes, it dates from the early Stone Age (Lower Palaeolithic), but when
exactly? There hardly exist archaeological sites similar to this one, to act
as a reference. As this archaeologist explained, "there is no other case of
the Lower Palaeolithic under these conditions along the strip of land
bordered by the Bay of Biscay, and only a few like it in the whole of the 
Iberian Peninsula". It is impossible to narrow the dating to less than an
interval of 350,000 years: "We know it cannot date from later than
150,000 years ago (when that period ended), and neither can it be prior
to 500,000 years ago, because the sea covered the area during that
period".

Therefore, of the 18-20 dating methods currently available, there are no
more than two applicable to Irikaitz. Both involve luminescence, and
with which Arrizabalaga's team are attempting to get results. The first
method acts to specify when the sun illuminated a piece of quartz for the
last time; without the wished-for results, however. The second is based
on thermo-luminescence, a method with which they are working
currently: this is applied to certain types of stones which have undergone
heating from fires, and the measurement is based on the amount of
radiation accumulated.

Since 1998, more than 500 people have carried out field work at this
prehistoric archaeological site of Irikaitz; without counting those who
have contributed from the laboratory. This has included a considerable
group of researchers who have worked tenaciously in the search for any
result, no matter how small. Many of these research workers belong to
the UPV/EHU, like Mr Arrizabalaga. And, although the fruit of their
work is harvested little by little, they feel they are rewarded. "If you 
Google Irikaitz, some 7,000 entries appear. We started digging in 1998
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and, by 2001, the site was mentioned as a reference not written by us, in
relation to the history of this geographical area".
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