THE CAVE OF GARGAS

Hands making signs…

WHERE IS IT?   

 In the High Pyrenees on the border of the department of Haute-Garonne, the cave of Gargas is located in a beautiful area. Indeed, while going into this place steeped in history, we will clear many centuries in one leap and visit the prehistoric, Roman and medieval periods at the same time! In fact, the cave is very close to the site of Saint Bertrand de Comminges and it would be sacrilege not to visit it, too. Its cathedral, which stands on a squat foothill of the Pyrenean landscape, was built on the ruins of an important Roman city destroyed by the Vandals during the Fall of the Roman Empire. Here we are in a strategic location equidistant from the Atlantic and the Mediterranean. 

It is necessary to underline the originality of the cave of Gargas: It is the only cave open to the public that presents the earliest phase of cave paintings and rock engravings since they are contemporary with the caves of Cosquer and Chauvet.  Dated to the Gravettian, these works take us back some 27,000 years. Moreover, Gargas as a cave is extremely sensitising, vibrating with intense emotions that will touch you gently with their magical fingers. These same fingers mysteriously haunt the walls and deliver their incomprehensible message to us.    

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?    

In 2003, important refitting and renovation work was carried out in the cave. The visit route has been reconsidered with a very interesting result. A metallic pavement protects the ground and the path is discreetly marked out with small lights. With regard to lighting, Gargas has chosen innovative optical fibres that release a cold light unlikely to produce vegetation harmful to the artworks.  Here we move in a very fragile medium, as must be repeated again and again.     

A small, steep path of 35 meters takes us to one of the two prehistoric entrances where the 50-minute visit starts. The temperature is a constant 11°C, which is to say that we need to wear a sweater. We will need at least ten minutes to accustom our eyes to the soft filtered light of the place and discover the superb white and ochre concretions that decorate our route down into the Sanctuary of the Paintings. Most of the drawings are on the left wall and we start, in a recess, with a series of 5 lines consisting of black dots associated with a red symbol. Dots are among the more prominent symbols in this cave. Though no significance is allotted to them, they invite us to continue ahead under dramatic ceiling vaults.   

At 3 meters above the ground, to the left of the entrance of a narrow low-vaulted passage, we identify the first, rather massive paintings of 2 ibex following each other. A red one whose head is bored, then a black, very stylised one with a small head. As if the artist had wanted to express a perspective, the animal is seen from its back and reveals ¾ of its side. While descending some steps and before entering the lower part, on the right, there is a bison with a very nice, arced tail. Its head is lost under calcite but we notice the work of the artist who painted, scraped and carefully decorated his hump with small vertical features.    

Then we enter into the second part of the cave at 42 meters below the surface. We follow a low corridor. Its ceiling is marked by graffiti from the beginning of the century, spa tourists who came to the area for the waters. Since Gargas was classified as an ancient monument in 1910, these signatures are an integral part of its inheritance! Isn’t that funny? During 50,000 years, it was almost permanently frequented: It is known that Neanderthals camped by its exit under shelters but it was only in 1575 that a cosmographer first described the cave.     

We now enter a vast room, under a very low limestone flagstone where the decorations are “lunar,” offering our eyes a completely different view compared to the first part. Small lakes are strewn across the ground and we hear the soft tapping of the water drops. The atmosphere is completely particular. The guide gives us a small, long-winded speech on the formation of the cave. And it is here that we see on a solid stalagmitic mass the first 3 red negative hands known as the Hands of the Discovery. Only the thumb and the little finger are intact. This cave contains 231 hands but this number is perhaps wrong because some are very difficult to read. However, Gargas is the cave with the largest number of hands in France! 

By circumventing this solid mass, we discover in an alcove the Hand at the Niche, made by blowing on charcoal. It is probably the hand of a woman of which the tumb is the only whole finger. It is great.   

Various assumptions have been put forth regarding the fact that these hands are seldom complete. Did prehistoric people practise ritual mutilations? Were they the victims of a disease such as leprosy? Could it be a form of code language? Because of the fact that the thumb is seldom missing and in those difficult times it would have been advisable to keep all fingers in order to survive, the last assumption is nowadays preferred.  

Further on, there are some engravings: a small horse head, a large head of a reindeer, an aurochs with its fine but very visible horns, then superimposed a whole mammoth. We are only allowed to see these artworks but Gargas contains 150 engravings with most being preserved in the part closed to the public. But don’t be sad, the place is difficult to access and the engravings are very hard to see because they are superimposed. We would have to spend hours to identify and read them. The tangle of features is impressive.  

Among other curiosities of Gargas, there is a crack of 2 meters length covered entirely with pulverized red paint at the top. Only 4 (involuntary?) features are traced inside. Was this part of a fertility cult? Even if it is that, this mysterious depth consciously revealed by ochre makes us think. A large vagina of Fellini from which we can imagine seeing mankind and life emerge as from a generous cornucopia?   

To finish, we remain speechless and stand gaping in front of the large Wall of Hands. In fact, there are 4 panels. The first is composed of 8 hands with the key hand being reduced. The second shows left hands whose index finger is reduced to a single segment. The third offers us a true myriad of hands. Lastly, the fourth displays 40 hands, sometimes superimposed, with only one digit other than the thumb remaining whole. 

For those who love statistics, all hands in Gargas are negative, i.e., most were blown on but some were whitewashed using a piece of fur or a broad brush. That depends in fact on the materials used: iron oxide for red, goethite for yellow, manganese oxide or charcoal for black, and talc for the only white hand. In half of them, the fingers are reduced to only one segment except for the thumb, which is always whole. But some have complete fingers for most part or the first 3 complete fingers and the others reduced. 17 whole hands have been counted. There are left and right hands and they come in all sizes, which indicates that all Prehistoric people from infant to adult took part in their making.     

Do they tell a story? Of people wanting to communicate with spirits in the walls, by making an impression of the hands of all tribe members? In any case, they are speaking forcefully even though we are no longer able to understand their meaning. Hands are a universal subject known from many parts of the world: the Australian outback, sites in Spain, the Sahara, Borneo etc. They leave us their fragile imprint, testimonials of the passage of humans and a culture from another age. It is about our ancestors, the first human beings to test the need to tell of themselves in their manner and who are puzzling us with their extraordinary frankness.    

EXTRAS OF THE VISIT   

· A new installation that combines modern technical conservation with comfort for the visitor while preserving the place’s intimacy

· Good guides who welcome you with much kindness    

EXTRAS OF THE CAVE     

· A small museum with stone tools, a nice animal bone collection and reproductions of engravings from the closed parts    

 INFORMATION     

It is strongly advised to book in advance!

Address: Prehistoric cave of Gargas - 65660 Aventignan  

Tel.: 05 62 39 72 39  

Fax: 05 62 39 76 18  

E-mail: contact@gargas.org  

A very beautiful Internet site: www.gargas.org   
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