THE MUSEUM OF TAUTAVEL

Let’s Go Meet Prehistoric People

WHERE IS IT?

Close to the castles of Quéribus and Peyrepertuse in the Cathar country, surrounded by the Pyrenees Oriental, we discover the village of Tautavel. Here, in the Cave of La Caune de l’Arago, where numerous excavations have been conducted, humans lived long before the time when people knew how to make fire. Located on a sharp cornice some 80 meters above the plain and the Verdouble River, it was an ideal place for Prehistoric hunters. 

Tautavel man wasn’t very tall at about 1.64 m but he had a robust constitution with a low cranium and a receding face, a powerful brow ridge above the orbits and a prominent face. His cranial capacity was about 1,100 cm3, much less than that of his successors, Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon men. He was a European Homo erectus, also called a Preneanderthal, who arrived about 1.7 million years ago from his native Africa on Europe’s borders. Does this amaze you?

Of course, the museum is mostly devoted to him but it also provides information and a remarkable chronology of the millennia of general human evolution. Don’t delay visiting this modern temple of Prehistory!

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?

Provided with an audiophone, we are able to move as we wish in the building and obtain all information on a specific subject by simply stopping in front of one of the many TV screens and listening to the message in relation to the movie. The complete tour requires 2 h 30 min.

At the entrance, do not miss the Calendar of the Human Adventure, which is well named because it summarizes the period from the appearance of human beings to the present on a scale of 1 year.  Then, we discover many windows where bones, tools etc. are exhibited to give us invaluable information on our dear ancestors’ way of life. Statues of Tautavel man are everywhere in the museum, showing him occupied with his daily work and dressed in the fashion of those remote times.

Analysis of sediments tells us what his environment was like. During the Quaternary period, cold and warm periods alternated about every 100,000 years. 400,000 years ago, the landscape almost looked like the current Mediterranean countryside: wild olives, pistachios, boxwood, holm oaks and filberts at the edge of water...in truth, a small Garden of Eden!

We can admire an astonishing collection of bones and teeth from many animals that once lived in this area: horses and wolves from Mos Bach, elephants, wholly rhinoceroses, roe deer, red deer, macaques, wild boars, sabre-tooth tigers, hippopotamuses, chamois, wild sheep, primitive musk oxen, steppe bison, cave lions, wildcats, hyenas, arctic foxes, cave lynxes, thars (a kind of long-haired goat), even the birds that flew in the sky – no one has been forgotten!

In the basement, we take a rest while watching a slide show on life in Tautavel several million years ago. Then, we continue the visit with a reconstruction of the Cave de l’Arago, where we observe in 3D a meal of some ancestral hunters and the hibernation of the Deninger bear whose cranium was found there. Thanks to articulated figures, we see reconstructed scenes of this past way of life. This is particularly attractive for kids.

Returning to the first floor, we stop one moment in front of the tools. We see why Homo erectus became famous for bifacial choppers (knapped river rubble). During the later Mousterian era (Neanderthal), the Levalloisian method was used. Special techniques for cutting meat and the precise function of each tool shown are explained.

The appearance of fire and especially its control by human beings is a major event in evolution. This step is not forgotten. The most recent excavations in the Cave of La Caune de l’Arago reveal signs of fire use dating from 400,000 years ago.

Nothing is missing, neither the habitat nor favourite activities such as hunting in a range of 30 kilometres around the cave. 50,000 years ago, prehistoric people practised selective hunting for reindeer. We can even examine the cranium of a prehistoric man! It is a very beautiful specimen that is the prize of the museum.    

Without a doubt, we leave the museum of Tautavel more knowledgeable than when we entered. It offers an insightful survey of prehistory because it is often difficult to imagine how much time has passed. 

A statue of Tautavel man stands in front of the museum while a fresco by the painter Moretti adorns the wall.

EXTRAS OF THE VISIT

Your ticket also provides admission to an exhibit in the Palace of Congresses in Tautavel.

EXTRAS OF THE MUSEUM

· A shop with jewels, flint, books, posters etc.

· A free “ambassador” chart allows you to enjoy a free ticket for a second visit to the museum (valid 1 year)  

· During summer, demonstrations of the Prehistoric Championships with spears shooting, conferences. 

INFORMATION

Tel.: 04 68 29 07 76  

Fax: 04 68 29 40 09

E-mail: tautavel.reservation@wanadoo.com
Internet: www.tautavel.com 

(JUNE 2003) Patricia MILAN

