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and bladelet productions being drastically reduced 
for the benefit of flakes, frequently over limesto-
ne (Miret, 2007). The input of flat edges from the 
river and the use of slappers and pebbles suggest 
new working processes, including ocher proces-
sing. Except for some retouched micro-splinters, 
projectiles have not been identified and bone in-
dustry is limited to punches (Aura et al., 2006).

From an economic point of view, Capra pirenayca 
and Cervus elaphus are the basic species –in this or-
der–. In the MIS 2 occupations, few remains of Equus 
sp. are identified and as the Holocene advances, fo-
rest-environment species are incorporated (Rupica-
pra rupicapra, Capreolus capreolus and Sus scrofa).

SM-W has also provided information about the 
use of vegetables and the transport of marine mo-
llusks and fish to inland sites (Aura et al., 2005). 
These resources, together with the lagomorphs, have 
established tendencies and make up the sense of for-

mulations such as intensification and diversification 
for the Iberian final Palaeolithic and Mesolithic. 

4. Human remains

In the thick unit SM3 “loose human remains” have 
been identified with anthropogenic processing and 
depleting marks of at least three individuals according 
to the study of Mª P. de Miguel (Fig. 2: 12) (Aura et 
al., 2009).On the other hand, the only evidences of 
the Early Holocene identified in CG correspond to a 
set of human and charcoal remains concentrated in an 
area of less than 1m2. Its dating places them at the end 
of the Boreal. This sudden appearance of human re-
mains and burial rites in the Mesolithic start-up cons-
titutes an emergent feature at a regional level, accom-
panied by direct evidences of relationships with the 
coast which is also confirmed by the isotope analysis 
of human remains (Salazar-García et al., 2014).

Cova Foradà (Oliva. Valencia)José Aparicio Pérez*

1. Introduction

Cova Foradà is located in the west part of a low 
hill that, together with others, forms part of the set 
called Muntanyetes de Oliva, the last foothills of 
Serra de Mustalla over the coastal floodplain of the 
Gulf of Valencia, in the town of Oliva, Valencia. The 
setting where it lies is called Racó de Gisbert.

This opened in the limestone rock of the kars-
tic system of Serra de Mustalla, offering two ope-
nings: the western one is the entrance, and the eas-
tern one was opened after the beginnings of the 
Holocene when the vault broke in the deeper part 
of the cavity. The name refers to this structural 
particularity, meaning holey cave. 

At the time of its discovery as an archaeological 
site in the early1970s, the cave appeared to be a 

small cavity, rather like a shelter, about 6m deep 
and 7m wide. The reason was an inner weathering 
of the limestone rock which produced the subsi-
dence of the back vault that we pointed out, and 
also the subsidence of the front, or entrance, vault 
in a length of about 25m and a width of around 
20m. The back blocks remained unchanged due 
to handling and extraction difficulties, while the 
blocks of the western vault had been rolled to the 
bottom of the ravine in order to take advantage of 
the rock for lime processing in a furnace, installed 
for this purpose, which still maintains its infras-
tructure in situ.

The importance of Cova Foradà de Oliva as an 
archaeological site was proved after the findings 
during 39 years of research and studies.

First of all, a powerful and thick stratigraphic 
sequence must be pointed out (Fig. 1) which, 
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apart from minor remains on the surface, offers 
a continuity to life that start in the first levels of 
the Mesolithic, take roots in the Paleolithic, and 
whose density and capacity could lead to the ex-
tent of the Medium Paleolithic despite the lack 
of clear dating. Even so, there is a possibility of 
finding former occupations of the cavity by going 
deeper, without reaching the bedrock or the sterile 
riverbed. 

Between the Mesolithic and the Mousterian we 
find, without a solution of continuity, the whole 
sequence known as Upper Paleolithic, Magdale-
nian, Solutrean and Gravittean-Aurignacian, not 
having the thickness of Parpalló but with a large 
quantity of discoveries, taking into account the 
small surface in which the activity took place. 

From early Leptonian, Mousterian starts with 
many lithic and faunal discoveries, just like in for-
mer levels, differentiating from Parpalló by the 
presence of the Medium Paleolithic which is non-
existent in the cavity of Gandía. The difference 
with Cova Negra de Xàtiva is also significant be-
cause of the lack of Upper Paleolithic levels.

The singularity of the Medium Paleolithic levels 
is determined by the anthropological discoveries 
corresponding, at least for the moment, to three 
individuals among whom one, the CF10, matches 
with a Neanderthal specimen with a whole skull, 
a large part or the complete rib cage, vertebrae and 

ribs, maybe many of the upper limbs and some yet 
to be identified from the lower limbs. 

At this point, we have decided to intensify the 
investigation of the whole archaeological site, an 
essential requirement, adding to the anthropologi-
cal studies already done and those which are being 
done currently, such as faunal, edaphic, lithic, paly-
nological, environmental, economical, etc., which 
are more and more necessary in order toreach a 
holistic vision about the site´s activity. 

2. Ecosystem

The most remarkable feature of the territory’s 
ecosystem is the bio-diversity, as it participates, at 
present, in four environments: the maritime, due 
to the proximity to the coast, although we can´t 
forget the fluctuations along the Pleistocene and 
the Holocene; the mountain, with the whole Serra 
de Mustalla that we pointed out; the inner aqua-
tic, due to the presence of the river Bullens whose 
drains run at the foot of the hill where it is located; 
and the mentioned Serra, located between the mu-
nicipalities of Oliva and Pego, which also feeds the 
Las Aguas gap, marsh, or lagoon depending on the 
time of the year. The ecosystem is clearly reflected 
in the remains of the consumed fauna which have 
been recorded in the archaeological activities in 
the cave which we will mention later. 

Figura 1. Section with the stratigraphy.
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The richness of this ecosystem explains the 
permanence and continuity of this cavity’s habi-
tat, frequented during the Middle Ages, the Ibe-
rian Age, the Bronze Age, and consistently from 
the Mesolithic to the Medium Paleolithic, despite 
not knowing the moment of the first occupation 
due to the impossibility of reaching the bottom of 
the cavity.

3. Archaeological Activities

The explorations made in 1975 brought toge-
ther a batch of lithic material found by an ama-
teur archaeology group which delivered it to us for 
examination. We observed that, for the most part, 
the material belonged to the Medium Paleolithic 
or Mousterian. 

In 1977 we made the first dig campaign, digs 
which are still being performed. In 2013 we ca-
rried out the XXX campaign. 

However, the first years were discouraging. 
The first campaign confirmed the existence of 
Mousterian levels, powerful and rich, both in 
industry and fauna, but a certain number of sig-
ns made us suspect of the contamination on the 
mentioned levels in the western part –charts E 
and D, 8 and 9 respectively of those first activi-
ties–, confirming the first dating with C14, done 
at the CSIC, showing the existence of Magda-
lenian levels. Digging in the range of charts K, 
J, I, H, G, F, E and D, 7, 8, 9, also in the west 
part, as well as the removal of levels, very deep 
into this part when digging charts I11, I12 and 
I13, fully confirmed this fact. Such an intense 
removal could be ascribed to treasures hunts in 
the Middle Ages, an activity that awakened an 
interest in this whole area and which we thought 
corresponded to the site´s entire surface.

Given these circumstances and as a last option, 
we considered that if the large existent blocks in 
the east part, irremovable for their dimensions, co-
rresponded to the wrecked vault, they would seal 
and correctly preserve the sedimentation and its 
archaeological content in the deeper part of the 
cavity. This comes from the Bronze Age as, among 
the blocks, the existence of burials was detected, 
confirming the dig and the dating with C14 of the 
CSIC.

The digging of charts A 12-13 and 14; a 12-13, 
14, 15 and 16; b 12, 13, 14 and 16 and c 12, 13, 
14 and 15 confirmed our hypothesis, and behind a 
thick humus layer of 50cm, among the blocks and 
under their layers with the burials´ remains, frui-
tful archaeological levels arose, both in thickness 
and in content, exceeding all our hopes.

The digging´s continuity as we have pointed 
out, has allowed us, through the thirty campaig-
ns done since 1988, to configure a powerful and 
rich stratigraphy (Fig. 1) from the Mesolithic to 
the Lower Mousterian, established as follows: 
Mesolithic I with the line coast within the eco-
nomical limits and the subsistence area –Me-
solithic I with the line coast pushed away and 
outside the limits –Magdalenian with plenty of 
significant bone industry –Solutrean with Parpa-
llean cutout points –Medium Solutrean –proto-
Solutrean –Aurignacian –Gravettian and Mous-
terian (Fig. 2).

Currently, the survey is in full Mousterian, 
with plenty of material and extraordinary fauna 
but without signs of the proximity of the cavity´s 
base, thus the necessity to follow up with a sur-Figure 2. Lithic tools from the Mousterian level.
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vey to reach the bottom area, the initial settle-
ment, and in such a way finish the survey, starting 
later with digging in extension from this area, is 
necessary. 

The discovery of human remains in the Mous-
terian level increased the interest and the richness 
of the content, reinforcing the protection fence 
with a cover over the unprotected sedimentation 
by the vault. 

4. Human Remains

In the year 2000, during the XX digging cam-
paign, we foundin layer 28 and chart C14/C15, a 
piece of human jawbone and a piece of skull, both 
studied by D. Campillo; M.E. Subirà; E. Chime-
nos; A. Pérez and S. Vila (see Cypsela, nº 14, pa-
ges 143-148, Barcelona, 2002), whose conclusions 
were the following: “The pieces definitely match 
two individuals, an adult and a child”.

The neurocranium fragments are not-excessi-
vely swelled, and there is a small fragment corres-
ponding to a very developed torus frontalis due to 
its morphology and thickness. 

The preserved fragment of the jawbone, 
although is damaged, affirming that both the al-
veolar process and the nostril are quite broad, 
as well as its vestibule. The teeth are bulky and 
show in the x-ray the existence of a moderate 
taurodontism. All the arguments expressed are 
consistent with a Neanderthal diagnosis, proba-
bly a female. 

In the digging campaign in 2010, it was decided 
to continue with the digging of charts C-14 and C-15 
where in the year 2000 some remains of a jawbone 
and skull fragments of a Neanderthal were removed. 
This is why the digging team joined forces with the 
anthropologists M. Eulàlia Subirà and Jordi Ruiz, 
both belonging to the Unitatd’Antropologia Biològi-
ca of the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB), 
and who in the last years have conducted the study 
of human remains of the cave in coordination with 
Gala Gómez Merino and Carlos Lorenzo from the 
Institut de Paleoecologia Humana I Evolució Social 
(IPHES), Tarragona.

On 9 August, the remains of quite a complete 
skull of a Neanderthal were discovered. In the fo-
llowing days, the chances of discovery of the upper 
part of a Neanderthal skeleton that included the 
skull to the first sacral vertebrae rose. 

The discovery is important because the skele-
ton was very complete and the bone joints were 
in close anatomic connection, that is to say with 
connections among the bones similar to those 
while alive, with no displacements at all. In most 
Neanderthal discoveries in caves, the remains are 
limited, fragmentary, and scattered, with signs of 
having been moved and eaten by predators. The 
different digging campaigns in the cave have pro-
ved the presence of hyenas which alternated with 
the Neanderthals in the use of the cavity.

The digging was really slow at every moment 
because the bones were immersed in calcareous 
formations. This is why it was decided to extract 
the whole cemented block, including the immer-
sed remains, for later digging in a laboratory. 

The fossils’ condition is very delicate. They 
are quite fragile and are cemented into a block of 
a very carbonated sediment. This is why, before 
being dug in the laboratory, they were submit-
ted to a computerized axial tomography (CAT) 
and other image treatments in order to know the 
preservation condition of the bone remains, fa-
cilitating in this way the block´s digging in the 
laboratory. To extract and clean the remains from 
the block, mechanical equipment under binocu-
lar loupe was used. The treatments started, and 
are still continuing, in the Restoration Labora-
tory of the IPHES in Tarragona headed by Gala 
Gómez Merino, which has the necessary facilities 
for dealing with this type of bone material,. Fur-
thermore, corresponding samples for later studies 
were taken.

Once the bones are unlocked, the anthropolo-
gical study, headed by Dr. M. Subirá of the UAB in 
coordination with the IPHES members, will take 
place. 

Together with the study of human remains, 
complete paleontological, sedimentological, an-
tracological and palynological studies will also be 
handled, and the existent dating number will be 
expended by the C14 or by using other means 
which the C14 cannot reach. Dr. Eudald Carbo-
nell has promised his complete collaboration from 
the IPHES and his management. 

5. C14 Dating

We now offer the dating set obtained throug-
hout these years from the different remains sub-
jected to the corresponding analysis. 



PleistoceNe ANd holoceNe huNter-gAtherers iN iberiA ANd the gibrAltAr strAit:
the curreNt ArchAeologicAl record

360

6. General Conclussions 

As formerly explained, Cova Foradà de Oliva 
constitutes one of the most complete archaeologi-
cal sites and therefore, one of the most important 
to the study of Prehistory on a national level. In 
our autonomous region, it is possible that the site 
might be one with the largest stratigraphy com-
parable to the total of the strata of Cova Negra 
(Xàtiva) and Cova del Parpalló, (Gandia). It is one 
of those places which seems to acquire a larger 
extent after each archaeological exploration cam-
paign –taking place regularly since 1977–. This 
particular site, so named because of becoming a 
crossing cavern after its vault´s partial detachment, 
quintessentially embodies the prototype of a Pre-
historic site. 

Cova Foradà is one of those places which will 
always provide news. Among its countless virtues, 
it has a stratigraphic richness that makes the cave 
exclusive, and this is something just a few sites 
can maintain. Although early Medium Paleolithic 
strata have been reached in the last campaigns, 
the fact that the basal rock has still not been 

achieved is an opportunity that may bring many 
surprises. 

Among the exhumed remains, prolific and 
abundant lithic tooling points out consistent mor-
phologicality with the different periods represen-
ted by the stratigraphy. It also appears that a large 
quantity of fauna remains: some heavy mammals, 
but above all little rodents, among which the ra-
bbit stands out due to its abundance. Coprolites, 
and other vestiges related to the periods of animal 
occupation combined with human groups, have 
also appeared. 

However, this cavity is famous for the disco-
very of Neanderthal remains, among which the 
half-fossilized body of an individual is a highlight, 
and up to now represents one of the most impor-
tant discoveries added to other remains formerly 
found in our Peninsula. 

The vestiges of this specimen appeared in 2010, 
in a small niche emerging naturally from the east 
wall at the bottom part of the cave, about 7m deep 
from the reference point –0–. They were imme-
diately set, the whole skull, part of the face, some 
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vertebrae and part of the rib cage. All these bone 
vestiges were almost petrified by the action of the 
carbonate exchanging and the incipient minera-
lization inherent to such ancient remains. They 
were part of a concrete block in which mineral 
and bone parts were a whole.

As it was the only way to recover the set wi-
thout damaging it, the entire dug block had to be 
extracted by removing part of the cavity´s stone 
support. In order to be transported and studied in 
a place with the necessary means for the objective, 
a box-nest was prepared to make movement and 
handling easier. 

Thus, the petrified remains of the Neanderthal 
body were moved to the IPHES laboratory, in Ta-
rragona, where the restoration team could start a 
micro-digging, which still continues today, to se-
parate the human parts from the mineralized ma-
trix. 

Formerly, in the year 2000, a fragment of an 
upper jawbone had appeared, being attributed to 
a Neanderthal individual by the anthropologist 
team headed by Dr. Eulalia Subirà.

The different studies done on this bone piece 
gave very significant data of anthropologic and 

pathological nature which provided new proofs 
about the traditions of these societies. The use of 
sticks to palliate the pain produced by different 
processes of gingivitis was recorded and the results 
were published in a prestigious scientific magazi-
ne. 

Throughout the years, there have been many 
studies covering a complete investigation of the 
archaeological site´s sequences. Samples of the di-
fferent grounds were taken, the slopes deposition 
sequences were delimited, C14 dating was done, 
samples for palynological studies were kept, re-
mains of presumably extinct animals were collec-
ted, vestiges of remote human activity were recor-
ded and, in short, connections between all these 
discoveries were sought. 

During 2011 and 2012, some ashes and coal 
from two fireplaces with an estimated dating clo-
se to 100,000 years was recovered, and recently 
in 2013, a limestone piece was identified as a pro-
bable bear head with traces of parallel incisions 
resulting from a human-induced action, this will 
give rise to future studies as the piece is consi-
dered to be related to some ritual or symbolic 
activity. 

Cova Negra
V. Villaverde*, P. M. Guillem**, R. 

Martínez-Valle**, A. Eixea*

Location and background archaeological re-
search

Cova Negra is located on the left bank of the Al-
baida River after it passes through the Estret de les 
Aigües, in the town of Xàtiva (Valencia, Spain). Cova 
Negra is a clearly visible cavity. Its large dimensions, 18 
metres wide and approximately 18 metres high at the 
entrance, and 25 metres long, provide enough light 
and offer good conditions for habitability (Fig.1).

J. Vilanova i Piera was the first to identify Cova 
Negra as an archaeological site. He cited it in his 
work “Origen, naturaleza y antigüedad del Hom-
bre” in 1872 and included in one plate an illustra-
tion of one molar of Equus which was recovered 
at the site.

G. Viñes conducted the first systematic ar-
chaeological fieldwork, between 1928 and 1933. 
Little data was obtained from this works, although 
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