THE CAVE OF BERNIFAL

Our ancestor’s obscure and forgotten intentions

WHERE IS IT?  

The car park is located on the Sarlat road about 6 km from the village of Eyzies in Dordogne, in a place known as Bernifal.  To reach the current entrance of the cave, we have to walk about 500 meters along a very pleasant path through a wood, which is much appreciated on hot summer days.  We enter the cave by its prehistoric entrance though it had to be modified because it was closed about 10,000 years ago. It is even thought that during Cro-Magnon times, people set up large stone blocks to better protect it. Nevertheless, the cave was rediscovered in 1898 when it was entered through a chimney currently sealed by a cement plate. Classified as an Ancient Monument in 1904, Abbot Breuil authenticated the first engravings in 1932 and, in the following year, the current entrance was opened.  Today, a private owner manages this cave "steeped in history," and we visit and discover its many remains with him or another guide.  

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE? 

This still active cave is not electrified.  We note that conservation of the place is rather poor and calcite covers many of the parietal works.  However, this sanctuary is truly worthy of our interest.  

The first part of the cave, very close to the entrance, immediately immerses us into the heart of the matter. Contemporary with the cave of Lascaux , its engravings and paintings are very diverse. Here, the artists definitively used the relief of the walls to reveal their visions and often added only one detail to enliven the animals they imagined on the walls.  Thus, a bull head in manganese followed by 2 engraved left hands, the left one belonging to a man and the right one to a woman, very moving testimonies of the passage of a prehistoric couple (?)  through the cave. Next come a bison whose only nostril, eye and horn were underlined to evoke the animal in profile and, near-by, a frontal view of a human face whose enigmatic glance will haunt us for a long time, forever engraved in our memory. The line of this face curvature capped with a strange hair knot is clearly marked while the eyes, the outline of its delicate nose and the fine mouth are painted.  Young man, girl or child, who knows?  

On the opposite wall, a bear with a folded leg who entirely conforms to the natural relief except for the muzzle, the eye and the mouth, which were added by the artist who, along with a score of features on its body, also dug in the neck to give depth and roundness to it. The body overflows to the side and disappears further on.  Below, a stencilled, 4-fingered left hand, then, a whole negative hand and on the right only 2 fingers of a whole hand with the rest hidden under calcite can be seen.  Further along, on the other side of the wall, an impressive 2.50-meter long, life-size bison whose contours are, of course, formed by natural rock concretions follows. The artist voluntarily levelled its head, drawing an open eye as well as red and black dots on its body.  

In an alcove, some bear scratches are still very visible, and we arrive in the second part of the cave where drawings are from a different, more recent period.  

It is an incredible muddle consisting of two mammoths including one with a tectiform (roof-shaped) symbol, one cervid with its hoof formed from a superimposed concretion, a horse and a fish.  Below, what undoubtedly is a female bison because of its round belly, a reindeer with superbly well drawn legs effecting movement, the front leg slightly folded, its head lost under calcite, a tectiform symbol with 5 features, a small donkey seeming to scuttle off at top speed, very enigmatic signs, a star shape with a prepared concave support, its points ending in balls, a triangle with rounded angles, a superimposed tectiform shape and many other drawings are evident – it would take hours to describe all of them. The surrounding cavity is majestic and has iron oxide castings everywhere.  

Suddenly, on the right, a small cavity opens, and in it, another smaller one that can hold one or two seated people is found. We can see some black features. Who was this person that came to curl up, collect his thoughts or maybe meditate in this lost recess and left a mark of his presence?  

Then, we go down into a beautiful inclined gallery, not far from the end of this 120-meter long cave. Here we are 36 meters underground.  We notice stalactites that have been broken since prehistoric times.  There is a splendid red tectiform shape.  Imagine the two half-circles on each of its sides as umbrellas.  Under its roof, there is an intricate ornamental pattern. With infrared light, we learn that this is an alignment of regularly spaced dots. What does this sign want to say? Is it by chance that it was drawn in front of a branch cave opening in the opposite wall? On that side, a human head in profile, mammoths and bisons were painted but we are not allowed to see them. But we can see a very visible flint blade was fixed at the entrance of this narrow low-vaulted passage (now forgotten).  What is the significance of this rather isolated stone symbol?  

Finally, since we are in an unexplainable and almost supernatural ambience, we notice 2 mammoths on the ceiling. It is known that it was necessary for the artist to build wood scaffolding and set it against the two walls to paint this animal in that place.  

On the way back, do not miss further surprises. In a niche, a pretty ibex and many red features are drawn.  In an inaccessible chimney, there are still 2 mammoths and another human figure that we cannot see but we know are there, hidden in these depths.  

And just as strange, this engraving of a horse appears properly harnessed even though it is known that this animal’s domestication will only occur a long time after the disappearance of the artists who worked in Bernifal.  

The visit is over and the door again shuts on all mysteries and eternal secrets inside the cave. Everyone is free to interpret them or just look at them as they are.  However, their true significance cannot be missed, we are probably only separated from them because of ourselves.  

INFORMATION

The cave is open from June to September 

During the low season, call the owner to book: Tel 05 53 29 66 39 
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