THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL MUSEUM OF BRASSEMPOUY

Women of Our Origins

 WHERE IS IT?    

Lost between Mont-de-Marsan and Orthez in the department of Les Landes, you may encounter some difficulties in finding the small village of Brassempouy because it is very poorly posted. But with a good roadmap and a little bit of perseverance, you will be rewarded for your stubbornness when you discover its beautiful museum, open since July 6, 2002, which is very modern and well integrated into its environment (an old castle). 

Just before the church on the left in the village, the Lady’s House is well signed and we stand astonished in front of the first spectacle offered to us: On a large causeway above the Chalosse countryside, three splendid giant statues stand against the sky. They are the Brassempouy Venuses of which one is the famous Dame with the Hood. In fact, this causeway is the museum roof and after returning from them (we can approach the Venuses and touch them, it is also a marvellous site at which to take pictures), we enter the museum to discover its surprises. 

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?    

The guided tour is essential given the many exhibits and, anyway, it is extremely interesting to follow because the guide has much to say about everyday life in Prehistory (or, at least, what is known about it). First, various models explain where we are and the sites from which all this material came: The Caves of the Pope (currently closed to the public, discovered in 1880) and the Dubalen Shelter (discovered in 1989) are located a few miles from the village.  

First excavations were carried out from 1892 to 1897 but then stopped for almost a century! Bones of various animals dating from 36,000 to 10,000 years ago (reindeer, wild horses, woolly rhinoceroses, mammoths and various carnivores such cave lions, cave tigers, hyenas and wolves) are displayed in windows. 

We can also see flint blocks and cores as well as objects manufactured from this material by Cro-Magnons and Neanderthals, our dear cousins who disappeared about 30,000 years ago. Also, some jewels made from shells intrigue us because they come from far away: the Dordogne, the Mediterranean coasts (Italy in particular) and even Russia!

A section is exclusively devoted to the Venuses and, even though they are only reproductions (actual size), we are pleased to see so many of them at one time in one place. Woman-woman, woman-mother, Venus or woman-goddess, images of women are infinite at all times, after reading this sentence on a panel we start the discovery of the woman of our origins, as our ancestors saw her (or as prehistoric women looked upon themselves because nothing tells us that they are not the creators of these works), exposing her rough nudity (only sometimes with some ornaments), her genitals, breasts and hair with its sophisticated hairstyle always being very apparent.   

The visit starts with the 9 ivory statuettes from Brassempouy, of which 7 are regarded as anthropomorphic. Their names make us dream: the Pear, the Chest, the Rough Doll Model, the Young Girl, the Dagger Handle, the Figurine with Cape, the Figurine with Belt, the Rough Model and, finally, the famous Lady with the Hood. They are very incomplete and leave us all leisure to imagine in our own way the missing parts of their physique. But they are immensely captivating! 

In a round room Venuses from around the world are shown:   

· From Grimaldi (Italy) the Hermaphrodite (52 mm) and the Rhombus (61 mm) made from green steatite, dated between 22,000 to 17,000 years BP  

· From Malta (Siberia) 12 statuettes, some are striking because of their very fine silhouettes and their complicated hairstyles    

· From Lower Austria the Willendorf Venus, one of the most widely known Venuses with its very round shapes, made from oolithic limestone that carries some red ochre traces (110 mm), dated to 26,000 years BP

· From Dordogne, the Venus of Sireuil (91 mm), made from translucent calcite, with a youthful chest (- 27,000 years) and the Venus of Tursac (80 mm, - 24,000 years) made from amber calcite in the same style    

· From Haute-Garonne, the Venus of Lespugue (147 mm, - 25 000 years) made from mammoth ivory covered with a black pigment representing 2 women back-to-back whose modernity of form makes us to think of cubism.

 EXTRAS OF THE VISIT    

Below the Museum, you will be able to continue the visit of the site while visiting the Gardens of the Lady. It is an initiation into prehistory. An archaeologist will explain to you with great delight the origins of human beings from Australopithecus to Homo sapiens sapiens, making you discover the everyday life of the nomadic hunter-gatherers through their habitats (a reconstructed Magdalenian camp), their hunting modes (you will even be able to test your skill in spear throwing and with a bow). Demonstrations of flint knapping and fire lighting also form part of the visit. But he will also speak to you of the music that Prehistoric people probably played and he will show you prints of bisons, mammoths and saiga antelopes… A very instructive lesson! 

EXTRAS OF THE MUSEUM    

· A good welcome  

· A small bookshop with these and other Venuses in a book written by 
Claudine COHEN, The Woman of the Origins, a very beautiful work with 
superb illustrations  

· A small coffee shop with a terrace, the owner is very pleasant

· Option of visiting the church (historic building)      

INFORMATION    

Maison de la Dame de Brassempouy in Brassempouy - 40330 AMOU 

www.brassempouy.org  

Tel.: 05 58 89 21 73      
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