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Tn December 1994 came word of the discovery of exceptionally well
preserved prehistaric paintings in the Chauvet Cave located in the
Ardéche region of southenstern France, What takes these particular
cave paintings so important is their high quality and the date
attributed to them: 31,000 BC, Tf this date holds, these works of anl
will become the carliest cave paintings presently known,

The discoverers of (he cove have just published their finds in a book
entitled Charner Cove: The Discovery of the World's (Nelest
Paimiings (Thames and Hudson, 1996). Jean-Marie Chauvet, Elictle
Bruncl Deschamps, and Christian Hillaire not only describe their
finds, but also recount the fascinaing tale of how they came acress
and explored a labyrinthing cavern with at least fowr hugs chambers
adomed with meticols paintings. Bven so, they poind out, lacge
parts of the cove remain wexplored and may indesd yield additional
paintings of equal guality in the years to come. From whal these
explorers have already found, however, it is elear that e Chauvet
Cave iz a mnjor sibe of the Palacolithic cra,

The entrance to the cave was caly B0 cm high ond 30 cm wide, thus
shielding the cive from discovery by carlicr cxplorers in the region.
From this small enteance Chauvet, Deschamps and Hillairg worked
theit way slowly down Lo a lower gallery some 15 m high and 50 m
long; this ficst gallery bore paintings of decr and bison done in red
echre. From it the team moved on Lo an even larger gallery where they
diztovered a stunning depiction of a huge rhingceres with a mighty
curved hom, elso done in ced ochre, as well a3 paintings of
mammoths, bears, lions, a hyena and a panther (the latler twe
appearing for the first time in 2 Palaeolithic context).

There was & third pallery awaiting the cxplorers: also of huge
dinensions, this cavem contained engraved depictions of horses, deer,
matnmaths, and bears; what almost stunned the team, according o
their own sccount, were e clear traces of human foolprinds on (he
floor of this pallery. A% if thiz were not overwhelming enough, &
fourth pallery soon came 1o light: among its tronsures were engraved
images f horses, mammoths, and, most unexpecledly, an owl, a
creature also not seen before in Palacolithic cave art. In addition, there
were charecal paintings of aurochs, rhinoccroses, bison, horses, lions,
stags and bears. In fact, on e floar of this arca lay mons than 30 bear
shulls, leading the Leam 1o befizve the cave had ficst been mbabited by

bears when its human occupants arrived on the seene. The possible
existence of a “bear eult” in the cave was sugmested by a well
preserved bear skull that was found carelully placed slop what looked
like & stone altar.

Sp for, 267 animal figures have beon found and identified in e
Chauvet Cave. The wide variety of animals depicled is indeed
exiraordinary: commen images are those of rhinocerases (making up
22% of the total painings), next come lions (1736); mammaths
{ 16%): horses {12%); bison (9%); bears (6%); and reindeer (5%),
The remaining figures include dezr, aurachs, and the panther, owl and
hyena menlioned above. Maost of these animal depictions, whether
painted in red ochre or chareaal, or engraved into the stong, show an
wssual attention o persgeelive, a8 well as skill bn the use of shading.
The artists who worked in ¢he Choovel Cave were corlainky nol
“primilive”

Representations of human beings are relatively uncommeon in
Falacolithic art, and no image of a complete person has yot come Lo
light in the Chauvet Cave. Rather, isclated scgments of the human
bexdy were depicted, the most coanmon being hunn hands, There 15,
howeyver, ong intrguing {and puzzling) “composite™ figure: in (he
words of its discoverers, il was “a black creature, upright and leaning
stightly forward; the Lop of its body is that of a bison, and (e bottam

that of o humean, will the two kegs well indicated., i 35 this Tigure ihat
ong sces (st when one arrives in the chamber™, A classicist cannot

help but think of siimilar composite creatures (like the Minataue) in
Greek myth,

Tl story of the Chauvet Cave is only beginning: there will be much
moe cxploration aind probably many more finds in the vears to come.
Manetheless, what has been documented so far marks this Palacolithic
cave a8 ong of the most important in the world, and the team of
Chauvet, Deschamps ond Hillaire are o be commended for their
prompt publication of this extraoedinary site.



