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Summary. Granite caves in the north-east of the Iberian Peninsula: Artificial hypogea ver-
sus tafoni. The origin of eight supposedly artificial caves in granite rocks located in the north-
east of the Iberian Peninsula is revised in this work. Although human features are present in
four of the caves, they have little morphological significance, and therefore their attribution is
re-evaluated on the basis of geomorphological analysis and tafoni genesis theories. In fact,
these cavities are tafoni developed in bornhardts, castle koppjes, tors and corestones.
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1 Introduction

The archaeological significance of the caves located in granitic terrain in the north-
east of the Iberian Peninsula has been well known for over a century. Pottery and
stone tools of Neolithic, Chalcolithic and Bronze Ages have been found in both boul-
der caves and small structural caves (e. g. Esteva 1978, Pons et al. 1985, Toledo 1990,
Tarrús 2002). It is thought that the main function of these granite caves was to house
the dead, as shown by the presence of skeletal remains and grave goods. These sites
are closely associated with megalithic structures and are often located in the vicinity
of dolmens and menhirs. During the Late Neolithic (2500 to 2000 BC) and the Chal-
colithic (2000 to 1800 BC) burials in natural cavities were common in this area as an
alternative to conventional megalithic tombs (Tarrús & Chinchilla 1992, Tarrús
2002). Some of these cavities were equipped with access passages leading to complex,
dolmen-like structures (Esteva et al. 1982). During the Early and Middle Bronze
(1800 to 1100 BC) its use as a place of burial was generalized, probably due to the fact
that this required a lesser spent of time, efforts and resources (Tarrús et al. 1990,
Tarrús 2002).

In addition to burials in caves of natural origin in north-eastern Iberia, eight
small, hemispherical cavities in unweathered granite, with scarce archaeological finds
have been interpreted as artificial hypogea (e. g. Esteva 1978, Tarrús et al. 1990,
Tarrús & Chinchilla 1992, Mañé 1996). These hypogea in granite, usually attrib-
uted to Chalcolithic period, are unique to the coastal area of the Iberian Peninsula,
and so far in the megalithic Mediterranean regions too. Hypogea used as ossuaries
during the 3rd and the 4th millennium BC on the Mediterranean coast and in other

© 2011 Gebr. Borntraeger Verlagsbuchhandlung, Stuttgart, Germany www.borntraeger-cramer.de
DOI: 10.1127/0372-8854/2011/0043 0372-8854/11/0043 $ 6.00

Zeitschrift für Geomorphologie Vol. 55,3, 341–364 Article
published online May 2011


