THE CAVE OF FONT DE GAUME

The irrepressible bison herd

WHERE IS IT?  
If you visit only one cave in Dordogne (which would be very regrettable), it must be this one. Not only because it is the last cave with polychrome paintings that is open to the public but also because Font de Gaume is a truly remarkable site and, to some extent, an apogee of Magdalenian art. Its art was discovered in 1901 even though the cave has been visited forever. One mile from the exit of the village of Les Eyzies, we find the site on the road in the direction of Sarlat. The small 400-meter path to the entrance is an invitation and a promise of the 15,000-year old beauty that awaits our discovery. The entrance is located in the cliff face above a small platform under an ochre overhang eroded by water and time. Here, the rounded and hollowed-out limestone forms are all honey and softness.  

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?  

Before entering the cave’s enclosure, the guide will briefly comment on the very fragile environment in which we will move during the visit and will ask us to leave our bags and any object that could harm the site outside. A wise precaution for becoming aware of the treasure that we are about to discover and that, too often alas, ignorant visitors forget. It is unceasingly necessary to remind thoughtless and unconcerned people to respect these places.  

The gallery network is about 200 meters long and we must walk 60 meters before contemplating the first drawings. We will only see a tenth of its 250 works – but what a tenth! First, we follow a narrow fault. Lighting on the ground diffuses a soft and filtered light. Close to the entrance, the drawings have virtually disappeared because they were subjected to too many external temperature variations and visits from our near ancestors who have also left marks of their indiscreet passage on the walls, completely unaware of the prehistoric vestiges.  

To start with, we are in front of a series of 6 brown buffalos, below which are 3 negative hands. Here, our artists painted squatting down to create a very dynamic vision of the whole composition: a mixture of red and black, the prevalent colours of this sanctuary, produced from the natural pigments found in the area.  Should it be specified that all available techniques were used for the works in this cave?  The artists scraped, engraved, painted, blew, whitewashed, pencilled and dotted. The artists’ technique is perfect, nothing is left to chance resulting in a highly impressive pictorial control for such ancient times. Two remarks have been made about the bison. The first relates to the alternation of colours: red and black alternate when animals are back to back. The second is about sex; there are males and females with red predominating for the females.  

We continue the visit with a concave bison that is perfectly adapted to its natural support configuration and, when the guide extinguishes the light, it appears very distinctly. Just opposite, another bison is lying down, which is a rare position.  Continuing our advance, we suddenly realize that they are absolutely everywhere around us! They accompany us, escort us and, even though some are partially erased, their presence and energy penetrate us. What extraordinary power, the emotion makes us shiver! It wells up like a flood of tenderness so don’t be surprised to feel a tear when facing these wonderful masterpieces.  

Many symbols have been counted: 25 on the right wall but only one on the left. Tectiform shapes, painted or engraved, with or without animals, are the most common symbol and add their enigma to this sensual environment.  

Still in the Principal Gallery, we stop for a while in front of the famous scene of the sexual parade of reindeer, which are both painted and engraved: The quite recognizable male with its splendid brown antlers leans toward the female kneeling in front of him. All details of these two reindeer are thoroughly and finely engraved, from the dorsal line to the legs while passing by the head and the antlers. It seems that the male muzzle almost touches the face of the female, its tongue going out timidly to give a kiss. What poetry! And if you haven’t cried before, a tear will now come to our eye.  

Not far away, in the only place of the cave allowing a ten-meters recess, there is a superb reindeer without head, which does not harm the overall composition because it is located at a contour of the rock edge. It is followed by a naive bison produced by a black feature. When moving from right to left and back, its eye follows us. In superposition, a beautiful example of twisted perspective: a reindeer whose antlers are drawn to the front of its face giving the impression of a relief. It is a very beautiful black monochromic frieze where reindeer and bison share with great serenity! 

In the Side Gallery, our artists used many natural rock shapes to draw a large black feature, two horses following each other. The lower limb of the first one and its tail are suggested by calcite, natural forms evoke its belly, mane and skin.  It is a very alive scene because the second horse seems to be jumping on the back of the first one, thereby evoking the familiar scene of horses playing together.  Our artists just restricted themselves to following contours to show us one more time their talent and perfect knowledge of their art.  

While returning to the Principal Gallery, we admire a beautiful, well-preserved frieze with black and red bison, finely engraved, forming a very alive unit, well adapted to the modelled rock.  Here, tools were found when the ground was lowered: 2 colour sticks, a bone tube filled with powder, a grease lamp and a fireplace.  

Finally, the visit ends in the Bison Cabinet, the best of the spectacle. In a natural alcove, painted under the vault, ten bison (with a very gracious bovine head) move "in the air."  Four of these bison are still very well preserved. In this small concave space, the herd is very moving. Note the sequence starting with the tail of the first moving towards the second and third. This vault, which is dedicated to this animal whose power and quiet force are no longer foreign to us, invites us to greater respect for life in all its forms. Font de Gaume is an absolute beauty.  

EXTRAS OF THE VISIT 

· A visit with an academic, jovial, sympathetic, skilled and serious but friendly guide who listens to the visitors 

EXTRAS OF THE CAVE 

· A very beautiful, well stocked Prehistory bookshop with some nice reproductions 

INFORMATION

Tel.:  05 53 06 86 00/05 53 06 45 45 

Fax:  05 53 35 26 18/05 53 06 45 67 

Website:  www.leseyzies.com/grottesornees 

E-mail:  Mnp.eyzies@culture.gouv.fr 

Advance booking is imperative because the number of visitors is restricted. 

(MAY 2003) Patricia Milan

