THE CAVE OF COMBARELLES

Poetry on rock surfaces 

WHERE IS IT? 

In Dordogne, in the direction of Sarlat on your right about 2 miles after the village of les Eyzies, you’ll find these wonderful caves and breathe their youthful scent.  At the bottom of a very small valley, the guide house is easy to locate. A large meadow extends in front of it.  Right next to it, the porch that was used for a long time as a byre for the small farm in the last century, has two entrances, one for each of the two caves. Alas, for reasons of conserving this extremely fragile medium, we can visit only one of them, which is set up for this purpose despite the ensuing difficulties. Indeed, it was necessary to lower the ground by approximately one meter and prepare the galley along 300 meters! However, the narrowness of the place remains with a corridor of only 0.80 cm width even though we are no longer required to crawl to reach it, as the Cro-Magnon people and later its modern discoverers did about 1900. It introduces us to the difficult conditions under which our dear artists decorated this particular place and especially to their determination. 

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?  

There is no standard visit for Les Combarelles. We can go back inside again and again without re-examining the same engravings – and that for a simple reason: After crossing the 160-meter long entrance to the bottom, there is not a single centimetre of wall that is not covered with a feature! Don’t worry about that because the guides are very skilled and they will let us discover many new pleasures and wonders during each visit!

About 600 figurative representations and enigmatic signs were recorded and some are still discovered each year. The climate was cold and dry when the Cro-Magnons engraved and painted here. Since then, the climate has become much wetter and, unfortunately, exudations have washed the walls leaving only vestiges of the colours formerly associated with the engravings. On the other hand, the calcite, which then settled on them, fixed and waterproofed the drawings. An evil for a good, we can envision it in this way. Never forget that the engravings were white when Cro-Magnon left his impression behind so that we can more easily imagine the magnificence of the place at that time!

The bestiary of the Combarelles is highly dramatic. Here, we shall only mention some famous engravings:  the “discovery horse”, the animal most represented in this cave, followed closely by a bison; a mammoth with a turned over tusk and a lioness. In a major section of the cave, we stop for a while in front of the drinking reindeer to admire the delicate tenderness emanating from this engraving, its great realism and touching grace.  Its long neck leans towards the wave evoked by a fault in the wall, its antlers are immense. But, while looking more closely, we also notice a bear, a rhinoceros, a hind, an ass, a wolf, a fox and a fish in this same engraving. And especially, an incredible muddle of superimposed figures often associated with a swarm of symbols.  

Superimpositions are often organized to form several animals, often of completely different sizes.  For example, under the lioness a hind and a rhinoceros are superimposed or an ass has been “organized" to make a cow and then a mammoth!  

An exceptional fact:  A large number of human representations decorate the walls of this cave – 56 in all!  Female bodies seldom have a head and are limited to schematization of the forms:  chest, buttocks and thighs.  These geometrical engravings are dated around 12,000 years ago.  There also are vulvas and phalluses. With regard to anthropomorphism, their faces like their bodies are very diagrammatic, sometimes having genitals.  

Lastly, many symbols are present: "regional" tectiform (roof-shaped) shapes but also many others.  It is thought that several generations of artist followed one another in this cave. 

Yes, Combarelles is poetry whose comprehension we lack.  However, its unknown message moves our soul in depth.  Its verses play on our subconscious, play on the sensitive string of our emotions. From bottom of the ages, it challenges us so that the memory of humanity’s pilot star will never be lost, and it guides the blind person who lives in each one of us. To visit once and again...  

EXTRAS OF THE VISIT 

· Excellent guides, trick riding visits!  

INFORMATION

TEL.:  05 53 06 86 00 or 05 53 06 45 45 
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