FENAILLE MUSEUM 

Engraved Stones in the Rouergue

WHERE IS IT?  

In Rodez, the capital of Aveyron and the old province of Rouergue, the Fenaille Museum awaits your visit. You must climb to the historical heart of the city, the site of an old Roman Forum that was still active on these heights in the early Christian era. Today, this perennially pleasant place is covered in flowers. On both sides, the houses of burgesses show their severe frontage: white stonewalls, slate roofs and large traditional windows. The Museum is located in one of them.  

Inside the Museum, modernity and the Renaissance harmoniously blend. The Museum was founded in 1837 but a patron later installed it at its current site in 1929 . Maurice Fenaille offered the Jouery Hotel to the Company of Letters, Arts and Sciences of Aveyron (founded in 1826). We can still admire its very beautiful wood floor and wood-panelled galleries around a courtyard. The modern building has incorporated the old sections.  

WHAT DOES ONE SEE THERE? 

The third floor is entirely devoted to our prime interest: One room displays 17 menhirs statues found in the Rouergue. Each one rests in a base, recalling that they once were intended to be sunk into the ground.  

The first menhir statue is also the largest. As a sentinel of 2.10 meters height, it seems to defend the room’s entrance. If you gently squint your eyes in the filtered light, the others will appear behind it, as so many phantom characters in a quiet and static crowd. Then, you will be able to saunter from one to the other and meet these stones, which are made of sandstone and sometimes of schist. They are carved on both sides, sometimes as females, sometimes as males. You can approach them very closely but without being able to touch them, even if the temptation to pass your hand over their wisely combed hair, to embrace them, or to run your fingers over the stone surface and along the engraved lines is great. 

Let’s approach the famous Saint-Sernin Lady, found in the open in 1888 by Abbot HERMET.  It measures 1.06 meter in height, 0.54 meter in width and 0.18 meter in thickness while weighing 171 kg.  Moreover, it is in excellent shape.  

At the front its face presents 2 holes to mark its eyes.  A long nose separates 5 horizontal tattoo lines (or scars?) on its cheeks.  There is no mouth.  The neck is decorated with 6 rows of collars, and then below, two small, round, button-shaped breasts. At the centre of its chest, a drop-shaped earring with a bond hangs and rests on its belly. On both sides, the arms and the hands approach each other as if to join just above the belt consisting of two pads but do not touch.  Finally, the legs and toes, indicated by simple features in the rock (just like the hands), are placed below the bust.  

The folds of the cape on the front fall from the shoulders to the feet and are engraved on the entire back except for the scapulas in the shape of hooks or a stick. Two braids form the hair (and a carefully engraved line separates the hair on the top of the head) and a belt fully encircles the dress.  

Is this a model of the clothing worn by the "Group of Treilles," the first sedentary farmers to occupy the territory of the Grands Causses? The department of Aveyron is made up of deeply incised rivers valleys that are separated by mountains, such as Aubrac, Lévézou and Palanges, and high limestone (Causses) and schist plateaus (Ségala). 

It was initially thought that those statues were Roman or Gallo-Roman divinities.  Then, study of their warlike attributes and their ornaments dated them to the Copper age or Final Neolithic period – 3,500 to – 2,200 years BC. Anyway, their dating is difficult. Often found apart from any archaeological context, they sometimes played a very different role from the one for which they were originally intended – the backs of fireplaces, decoration for house entrances, small bridges to cross brooks – before being taken to the museum and restored.  

What do we know about this period of Prehistory? These civilisations did not have writing (in the Middle East writing had just appeared and the Egyptians were just building their first pyramids around 2,600 BC). These people collectively buried their dead in a tumulus (collective burial), had just discovered copper (though flint knapping was commonly used to manufacture tools and weapons), practised trepanation for purposes unknown to us (medicine, religious rites?), bred animals and cultivated the soil to the detriment of hunting and gathering, their ancestral mode of life.  

Their food underwent a revolutionary change: Cultivated cereals were cooked in a furnace and pottery came into use.  Jewellery was made from bone, steatite, calcite or copper pearls. A make-up pallet (or maybe for therapeutic uses?) and a small medicine workshop are also displayed on this floor.  

Moreover, and this fact is not without importance, these people started to wage warfare and sometimes these new farmers replaced their adzes with fatal axes.  Arrowheads driven into bones are displayed, testifying to violent deaths.  

The male statues carry weapons (bows, arrows, axes) and a cross-belt is laid out across their chests, which is held together in the back by a strap.  Sometimes, a triangular accessory equipped with a ring is suspended there. Some archaeologists have simply called it the "object" because they cannot determine its exact nature and use.

Thus, the engraved menhirs remain an enigma. Their presence is surrounded by mystery.  In other areas, some were discovered in funerary sanctuaries or settings but regional characteristics must also be taken into account in their interpretation.  Do they represent ancestors, geniuses, divinities or legendary heroes that protect and inspire humans?  Were they out in the open as guides, posts or protection for hunters in those wild places?  

Without mouths or smiles, these silent sculptures remain quiet sentinels from a poorly known period of prehistory. Their language is lost.  However, they deliver a wealth of detail through their regional diversity, their costumes, their hairstyles and their attributes.  Undoubtedly, they would impress us in their natural environment if we could meet one of them in the dusk at the entrance of a dark wood, casting its majestic shadow in the half-darkness. Henceforth, you know where they are and they are waiting for your visit! 

There is still so much to say about these engraved menhirs but, to summarize, we also know that:  

· A menhir statue is a sculpture set in the ground that appears like a menhir, which is why it takes its name from the latter!  

· Its surface is carved in low relief or engraved.

· Male and female statues are differentiated because of their attributes but some characteristics are transsexual, i.e., they were initially equipped with male features but most were deliberately transformed into female statues.

· The mouth is seldom shown. 

· Those in the Fenaille Museum weigh from 90 to 870 kg.  However, some others weigh even more.  

· Some belts are decorated with a simple or a decorated loop (male statues). 

· The technique of roughening using stone tools was applied for their clothes and then the statues were polished using water and sand.  

· Significant concentrations are found in the South of France, Italy and around the Black Sea in Ukraine and on Crimea. Elsewhere, examples are known from the Iberian Peninsula, Bulgaria, Greece and Romania.  

EXTRAS OF THE VISIT 

· The 2nd floor of the Museum presents Roman and Gallo-Roman Segodunum (ancient Rodez), the capital of the Ruteni tribe and an administrative division of the Roman empire from the 1st to 4th century AD. Beautiful exhibits await discovery, among them a Gallic divinity with torque and dagger, the skeleton of "the Enchanted of Rodez", mosaics etc.  

· Also on the 2nd floor, a medieval exhibit in Jouery Hotel section: a splendid keystone, Guillaume Ratter reclining (14th century), pieces of furniture, invaluable woodwork, jewels etc.  

· The 1st floor is devoted to the 16th century when the county of Rodez was joined to the Crown of France.  

· The ground floor accommodates temporary exhibits. 

· A beautiful bookshop with mementoes, posters and postcards.

· Guides who will inspire you to discover more of the area and the town of Rodez. 

INFORMATION

Open hours: Tuesday, Thursday and Friday: 10:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. and 2:00 to 6:00 p.m.; Wednesday and Saturday: 1:00 to 7:00 p.m.; Sunday: 2:00 to 6:00 p.m.; closed on Monday. 

14, place Raynaldy 12000 RODEZ 

Tel.:  0565738430 

Fax: 0565738431 

E-mail:  musee-fenaille@wanadoo.fr 

Internet site:  www.musee-fenaille.com 
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