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Abstract. Human remains from the protohis-
tory of Lanzarote and Fuerteventura (Canary 
Islands) are extremely scarce contrasting with 
the demographic estimates for those islands 
and demonstrating an important deficit of the 

activity related to the funerary archaeology 
carried out there. This is based mostly in two 
reasons: research problems and/or the own 
nature of those practices.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The protohistoric colonization of Lanzarote and Fuerteventura created phe-
nomena of adaptations that changed the first colonist cultural identity and the cul-
tural aspects that could adapt to the biogeographical conditioning factors. This 
process transformed the first populations of those islands from continental Libyans 
into islander “Mahos”. 

In this context, the identification of funerary rituals – six centuries after the 
abandonment of those practices – is complicated when the funerary spaces and 
the human remains (most of them excavated without an appropriate archaeolog-
ical method) are extremely scarce. This scarcity of human remains is the evidence 
that something strange was going on about the funerary practices of the proto-
historic populations of Lanzarote and Fuerteventura because: WHERE ARE THE 
DEAD? Other two facts complicate the vision we had on this cultural aspect: the 
scarcity of material record related to funerary practices and the poor methodology 
for the recovery of the information on the ground. 

From the analysis of the scarce evidences we propose some hypotheses to ex-
plain this problem. 
 
2. HUMAN REMAINS AND FUNERARY SITES 
 
Lanzarote 

According to Chil (1876), the first human remains appeared in the 19th century 
in “Cueva de los Verdes” and Verneau (1891) mentions a burial site in Rubicón, 
with three skeletons, and another in Guatiza, although no data exist today about 
these sites. Other findings, years later, are those from Yaiza and Teguise but their 
chronology was not clear. 

It was in the 1970’s when the first protohistoric remains were found in the 
slopes of Guanapay volcano (Arco, 1976) and in 1979 a shepherd discovered 
“Cueva de la Caldera” in Montaña de Mina (San Bartolomé municipality) that was 
excavated by Martín et al. (1982) showing a minimum number of individuals of 12 
that were accompanied by scarce grave goods. The chronology was 5th century AD. 

Several decades later, in 2015, a burial cyst with skeletal remains belonging to 
an adult male of 35-44 years showing dog bite marks was discovered. These marks 
may be related to a finding in Buenavista (2017) where dog fossilized feces with 
bone fragments (human falanx?) were found (Atoche & Ramírez, 2017). 
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Fig. 1. Montaña Mina. San Bartolomé, Lanzarote. (Fot. P. Atoche)



The last discoveries of human remains (skull fragments and several vertebrae 
of two perinatal individuals) were made in Zonzamas (Teguise municipality) dating 
from the 7th-8th centuries AD. 
 
Fuerteventura 

The situation is similar to that of Lanzarote. There have been considered many 
potential funerary spaces but without any archaeological confirmation. Verneau 
(1891) was the first to mention several of these spaces in Betancuria, taking skeletal 
fragments in Barranco de Bajamanca. 

Jiménez Sánchez (1951, 1952, 1953 and 1955), during the 1940s, recorded dif-
ferent sites in the island, although their funerary character could not be demon-
strated. According to this author, caves represent the majority of funerary evidence 
but cysts and burial mounds (the most probable mound was that of El Matorral, 
Puerto del Rosario, where the bones of a female individual were found) were pre-
sent in Fuerteventura. The most important funerary caves are the following: 

- Esquinzo: a female skeleton was found there (Hernández & Martín, 1980). 
- Huriame: a skeleton without skull (Hernández & Martín, 1980). 
- Los Ídolos: some burned human bones with an important number of grave 

goods were found there (Hernández & Martín, 1980). 
- Villaverde (1979): pit with an adult male and a subadult (Garralda et al. 1981). 
- Montaña de Tindaya: human teeth and bone fragments were taken and several 

mounds were found there (Velasco, 2000). 
- Solana del Cuchillete (Barranco de los Canarios, Jandía): a small cave with 

bone fragments of four individuals dated from 11th-12th centuries AD was dis-
covered in 2011. 

- Huriame: deteriorated remains of three individuals (two males and a female) 
showing dog bite marks and dated 11th century AD were discovered in 2014. 

- La Tonina was the last finding in Fuerteventura: a male younger than 20 with 
a stature around 190 cm that died in a violent manner. The chronology was 
11th-12th centuries AD. 

 
3. FUNERARY RITUALS IN THE CANARIES 
 

During the Protohistory of the Canary Islands it wasn’t usual to bury individ-
uals in contact with soil. Instead, they buried individually or collectively in caves, 
hypogea or crevices closed with dry stone walls. The individual was buried in 
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supine position on animal skin or other material (volcanic stones, funerary boards, 
etc.) Variants of this ritual have been observed in Hermigua (La Gomera), Cueva 
de Chabaso (Tenerife) and El Espigón (La Palma) where the corpse was placed 
in a flexed decubitus lateralis that is also typical of North Africa, although older 
than the previous ritual. 

In the Protohistory of Lanzarote and Fuerteventura the typical funerary struc-
tures were: 

1) Funerary caves constitute the majority 
2) Funerary cysts are much more uncommon in both islands 
3) Funerary mounds have been only observed in Fuerteventura 
These practices were similar to those of the first millennium B.C.E. in North 

Africa and seem to be related to the Phoenician-Punic colonization and linked to 
the afterlife beliefs. 
 
4. BIOANTROPOLOGICAL, DEMOGRAPHIC AND PATHOLOGICAL DATA 
 

Regarding Lanzarote, the skele-
tal remains selected for this study 
belong to the Protohistoric and 
historical period of the island: 

Montaña de Mina 
Males: 6 
- 20-24: 1 
- 25-29: 1 
- 30-34: 1 
- 35-39: 2 
- 45-49: 1 
Females: 6 
- 20-24: 1 
- 25-29: 1 
- 30-34: 2 
- 35-39: 1 
- 40-44: 1 
La Chifletera: male 25-29. 
Tahiche: 2 females (6-8 y 15-19) 
Guanapay: male 40-44. 
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Fig. 2. Skull located at the upper level of the cave 
Montaña Mina, San Bartolomé, Lanzarote. (Fot. 
P. Atoche)



Fuerteventura 
Barranco de Esquinzo: female 25-29 
Cueva de Villaverde: male 50 years and subadult 4-5. 
Unknown origin (stores of the Museo Arqueológico in Betancuria): 
Males: 2 
- 30-34: 1 
- 35-39: 1 
Females: 3 
- 20-24: 1 
- 30-34: 1 
- + 50: 1 

 
Demography 

Although Bontier and Le Verrier in Le Canarien (beginning of the 15th century) 
affirmed that Lanzarote was well populated estimating a total number of inhabi-
tants around 2000, after the European conquest the demographic situation on the 
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Fig. 3. Study of the anthropological remains from Lanzarote. (Fot. P. Atoche)
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Fig. 4. Cave of Esquinzo. Pájara, Fuerteventura. (Fot. P. Atoche)

Fig. 5. Anthropological remains from Barranco de Esquinzo. Museo de Betancuria. (Fot. P. 
Atoche)



island was critical. According to this chronicle of the conquest, Fuerteventura dou-
bled the population of Lanzarote around the conquest accounting for almost 4000 
people. However, the scarcity of human remains at the present moment makes 
that the demographic data show no statistical value (Rodríguez-Martín et al. 2016). 

Being impossible to carry out demographic profiles, the only datum we can 
elucidate is the mean age interval of death: 

Lanzarote: males 35-39; females 30-34 
Fuerteventura: males 30-34; females 25-29 

 
Physical data 
Lanzarote: 

Mean stature: males 171 cm; females 160 cm 
Robusticity: mid – mid/high in males; low/mid - low in females. 

Fuerteventura: 
Mean stature: males 176 cm; females 162 cm 
Robusticity: mid – mid/high in males; mid in females 
As stated by Verneau (1891), mean stature in Fuerteventura is higher than in 

the rest of the archipelago, especially in males. 
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Fig. 6. Montaña de Tindaya. La Oliva, Fuerteventura. (Fot. P. Atoche)



Metabolic stress markers and metabolic diseases 
Cribra orbitalia and porotic hyperostosis were absent in the protohistory of 

both islands and there are only two cases of enamel hypoplasia in Montaña de 
Mina (San Bartolomé municipality, Lanzarote). On the other hand, osteoporosis 
(the senile type) was the most common in the Canary Islands meanwhile the ju-
venile type is almost absent in the archipelago and this was the case of Lanzarote 
and Fuerteventura too where the cases observed were located in the spine. 
 
Skeletal pathology 

Degenerative joint disease appears with a frequency of 40% of the adult indi-
viduals in both islands, involving one or several joints. Sexual differences have not 
been observed. 

Regarding the presence of spondylosis and Schmorl’s nodes, spondylosis was 
diagnosed in Lanzarote in 50% of the individuals at an early age. Both sexes were 
similarly affected in Fuerteventura. Schmorl’s nodes were very common (25%) in 
both populations. 
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Fig. 7. Anthropological remains from the Cave of Villaverde. Museo de Antigua. (Fot. P. Ato-
che)



The only congenital malformations diagnosed were a case of scoliosis in a male 
of Montaña de Mina and a complete sacralization of L5 in the male of Barranco 
de Esquinzo. 

Three cases of circulatory disturbances (osteochondritis dissecans) were ob-
served in Lanzarote involving the elbow in a male and the femur in a female of 
Montaña de Mina and the femur of the male in Guanapay. 

Three traumatic lesions were also seen in Montaña de Mina (Lanzarote): a trau-
matic hole in the frontal bone of a female; a dislocation of the right elbow and 
wrist in a male and a case of myositis ossificans traumatica in a male. 
 
Dental pathology 

No caries was observed in both islands. Dental attrition is present in adults in 
a light or moderated degree (2-4 Patterson’s scale, 1984). Abscesses and ante-
mortem tooth loss were as follows: five cases of abscesses in Lanzarote (Montaña 
de Mina) and nine cases of antemortem tooth loss in the same and other places. 

Regarding Fuerteventrura, only one case of antemortem tooth loss (premolar 
and molar) accompanied by a severe abscess in an adult male older than 50 has 
been diagnosed. 

 
5. WHERE ARE THE MAHOS OF LANZAROTE AND FUERTEVENTURA? 
 

As we said before, Bontier and Le Verrier in Le Canarien assures that around 
1400 Lanzarote was well populated. Macías (1992, 2003), applying a warrior/in-
habitant coefficient of 6 suggests that Lanzarote could have around 2000 inhabi-
tants (population density: 2.4) in the moment of the conquest; and, as we stated 
above, Fuerteventura could be around 4000 (same density than Lanzarote). 

However, as we could observed in the previous paragraphs, the anthropological 
evidence is extremely scarce in relation to the population data described. There-
fore, there are several hypotheses that could explain the scarcity of human remains 
in these two islands of the most eastern part of the Canarian Archipelago: 

1. Absence of scientific interest until very recently. 
2. Structural investigation problems (old archaeological methods, scarcity of 

methodological excavations, old theoretical models based mostly in the writ-
ten sources of the 15th - 16th centuries …). 

3. Existence of burial practices destroying the corpse (fire): cremation is de-
scribed in Le Canarien but referred to a single case, probably as punishment.
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Burned remains were also found in La Palma (the oldest case), Tenerife and 
El Hierro. In general, cremation is a practice that has also been found in 
North Africa during the Phoenician period, first, and later in the Roman col-
onization. Phoenicians and Romans had contact with the islands between 
10th Century B.C.E. and 4-5th Century A.D. and, as a consequence, some re-
ligious elements of the Mediterranean cultures are present among the pro-
tohistoric Canarian populations. 

4. Deposit of corpses in inaccessible places (malpaíses or badlands): in Lan-
zarote and Fuerteventura badlands funerary places were observed. On the 
other hand, there is no explanation about why important population centers 
didn’t have cemeteries (E.g: Acatife). 

5. Application of a Norman funerary ritual to Lanzarote: this is the case of a 
Norman that died in the fighting that took place there and was buried cov-
ering the corpse with soil, a thing that did not occur among the aboriginal 
Mahos (Bontier and Le Verrier, Le Canarien, beginning of the 15th century). 

6. The habit, as in the other islands after the conquest, of using human remains 
as fertilizers; as objects of superstition and fear ; and sale of human remains. 
All these practices produced the destruction of the evidence. 

7. And the sea? Soler (2016) points out that possibility although there are no 
historical or archaeological records. 

8. The last hypothesis is that of the abandonment of the corpses to the envi-
ronment in order to get the destruction by weathering or by the action of 
wild dogs and necrophagous birds. 

 
6. CONCLUSIONS 
 

Multicultural complexity that produced the religious beliefs of the protohistoric 
Canarian populations was important for their funerary practices that, in the case 
of Fuerteventura and Lanzarote, are difficult to inquire and describe due to the 
scarce amount of human remains that mostly are bad contextualized and other 
frequent fact in the islands during many years: plunder. 

Different funerary rituals, based in the belief on the afterlife, existed in both is-
lands and this is confirmed by the existence of grave goods (of bad quality in most 
of the cases) for the use by the dead. This avoids to know the exact social status 
of the individual. 

On the other hand, there is an important difference between the number of in-
dividuals and the population density mentioned in the chronicles of the conquest
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and the general histories of the archipelago after the conquest and the scarce 
number of human remains found in both islands. The possible hypotheses of this 
phenomenon (only observed in Lanzarote and Fuerteventura) commented above 
need to be checked in a near future. 
 
Acknowledgements 
 

This paper is included in the Project HAR2017-82792-P (Protohistoric colo-
nization of the Canarian Archipelago: anthropological, cultural and environmental 
parameters), funded and sponsored by Ministry of Economy, Industry and Com-
petitivity. State Program of Scientific and Technical Investigation of Excelence. State 
Subprogram from the area of Knowledge, within the frame of the Scientific and 
Technical Investigation State Plan and Innovation 2013-2016. Main researcher : 
Pablo Atoche (ULPGC). 
 
7. BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

ARCO, M.C. del. 1976. El enterramiento canario prehispánico. Anuario de Estu-
dios Atlánticos 22, 13-124. 

ATOCHE, P. & RAMÍREZ, M.A. 2017. C14 references and cultural sequence in 
the Proto-history of Lanzarote (Canary Island). En: Juan A. Barceló, Igor Bogdanovic 
y Berta Morell (Eds.). IberCrono. Cronometrías para la Historia de la Península Ibérica. 
Actas del Congreso de Cronometrías para la Historia de la Península Ibérica (IberCrono 
2016). (Barcelona, Spain, September 17-19, 2016). CEUR Wokshop Proceedings, Vol-
2024 (urn:nbn:de:0074-2024-4): pp. 272-285.  http://ceur-ws.org/Vol-2024/ 

BONTIER, P. & LE VERRIER, J. 2003 [first third of the 15th century]. Le Canarien. 
San Cristóbal de La Laguna: Instituto de Estudios Canarios. 

CHIL Y NARANJO, G. 1876. Estudios históricos, climatológicos y patológicos de 
las Islas Canarias. Vol. I, 403-434. Las Palmas de Gran Canaria: Miranda. 

GARRALDA, M.D.; HERNÁNDEZ, F. & SÁNCHEZ, M.D. 1981. El enterramiento 
de la Cueva de Villaverde (La Oliva, Fuerteventura). Anuario de Estudios Atlánticos 
27: 673-690. 

HERNÁNDEZ, M.S. & MARTÍN, D. 1980. Nueva aportación a la Prehistoria de 
Fuerteventura. Los grabados rupestres de la Montaña de Tindaya. Revista de His-
toria Canaria XXXVII: 13-41. 

JIMÉNEZ SÁNCHEZ, S. 1951. Disposición y práctica de enterrar en cuevas. Re-
vista de Historia 93-96: 339-341. 

312 | CANARIAS ARQUEOLÓGICA | 2021 | vol. 22 | 301-313 | ISSN: 1888-4059

Atoche, P. et al. 

THE DEMOGRAPHIC ENIGMA OF THE PREHISPANIC POPULATIONS 

OF LANZAROTE AND FUERTEVENTURA



JIMÉNEZ SÁNCHEZ, S. 1952. Principales yacimientos de las islas de Gran Ca-
naria y Fuerteventura descubiertos, explorados y estudiados desde 1946 a 1951 
inclusive. Faycan 3. 

JIMÉNEZ SÁNCHEZ, S. 1953. Nuevas estaciones arqueológicas en Gran Ca-
naria y Fuerteventura. Campaña de 1952. Faycán 3: 7-72. 

JIMÉNEZ SÁNCHEZ, S. 1955. Monumentos funerarios de los Canarios Prehis-
pánicos. III Congreso Arqueológico Nacional (Galicia, 1953): 81-100. 

MACÍAS, A.M. 1992. Expansión europea y demografía aborigen. El ejemplo de 
Canarias, 1400-1505. Boletín de la Asociación de Demografía Histórica X, 2: 1-22. 

MACÍAS, A.M. 2003. Revisiones y provocaciones. Diez artículos de Historia 
Económica de Canarias. Biblioteca Económica Canaria. Santa Cruz de Tenerife: Idea 
Ediciones. 

MARTÍN, D., CAMALICH, M.D. & THOVAR, D.1982. La cueva funeraria de la 
Montaña de Mina (San Bartolomé, Lanzarote) y su entorno. Instituto de Estudios 
Canarios. 50 Aniversario (1932-1982): 273-301. 

PATTERSON, Jr. D.K. A. 1984. Diachronic Study of Dental Paleopathology and At-
tritional Status of Prehistoric Ontario Pre-Iroquois Populations. Ottawa: National Mu-
seum of Canada, 

RODRÍGUEZ-MARTÍN, C.; ATOCHE, P. & RAMÍREZ, M.A. 2016. Estudio 
antropológico de la población aborigen de Lanzarote y Fuerteventura. XV Jornadas 
de Estudios sobre Fuerteventura y Lanzarote, Vol. I, 295-307. 

SOLER, J. 2016. Entre túmulos, cuevas y restos humanos. Análisis historiográfico 
de las evidencias bioantropológicas de la Arqueología de Lanzarote. Vegueta. An-
uario de la Facultad de Geografía e Historia 16: 519-546. 

VELASCO, J. et al. 2000. Excavaciones y prospecciones arqueológicas en la Mon-
taña de Tindaya (T.M. de la Oliva, Fuerteventura). IX Jornadas de estudios sobre 
Fuerteventura y Lanzarote, Vol. I: 527-558. 

VERNEAU, R. 1987 [1891]. Cinco años de estancia en las Islas Canarias. Santa 
Cruz de Tenerife: Editorial J.A.D.L.

CANARIAS ARQUEOLÓGICA | 2021 | vol. 22 | 301-313 | ISSN: 1888-4059 |  313

Atoche, P. et al. 

THE DEMOGRAPHIC ENIGMA OF THE PREHISPANIC POPULATIONS 

OF LANZAROTE AND FUERTEVENTURA




