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A study on the origin of Chullpas, or grave towers, was carried out in a Tertiary-
Quaternary volcanic province which is located on the northern side of the saline lake 
basin of Salar de Coipasa in Bolivia. The grave towers were built by the indigenous 
Aymaras and are pre-Columbian in age. Two Pliocene stratovolcanoes are located in 
the study area. They are surrounded by an extensive plain that is covered by alluvial 
and aeolian sands. Erosional gullies have developed on the cones by ephemeral 
streams and mass wasting. Each gully terminate at the foot of the mountain in an 
alluvial fan. Deposits of calcareous sand, the principal building material of the grave 
towers, are found in the distal part of each alluvial fan. It is suggested that these 
calcareous deposits are related to ground-water flow from the mountain. The 
surrounding plain is dry and evapotranspiration will cause capillary rise and, 
consequently, evaporation causes saturation with respect of calcium. Similar 
sequences of epiclastic sediment (alluvium and colluvium) and calcareous sand could 
be found at other volcanoes that are situated in continental deserts. These deposits may 
be important environmental indicators in ancient volcanic successions. 
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