THE CAVE OF MAS D’AZIL

The Marvellous Azilian Culture

WHERE IS IT?  

This site is located in Ariège between the towns of Foix and Saint-Girons. At least a full day is required to visit this beautiful area. At the village exit, while following the Arize River for about 500 meters, the road crosses right through the cave in a 70-meter high and 50-meter wide vault!  

The place’s imposing beauty is undeniable. After having visited the cave, you can hike on the village uplands to the Cap del Pouech dolmen and rest at this place, which is quiet and favourable for a nap. Do not forget to visit the Museum in the village centre, which contains a true treasure of admirable objects found at the site during excavations (reproductions and some originals). Finally, to complete the day, you will be able to stroll in village lanes framed by half-timbered houses from the 15th to 17th centuries, visit the church and the temple, cross the 15th century bridge and appreciate the tranquil atmosphere of this very particular historic place waiting for you. 

WHAT DOES ONE SEE THERE?  

You will pass by car in front of the cave entrance, which is located under the middle vault, without being able to stop there. A car park awaits you at the exit. It is regrettable that the road crosses this splendid site because it is here under this calcareous rock that our dear Prehistoric men and women lived. A small terrestrial paradise could easily be imagined (let us not exaggerate anything either!) when at the end of the glacial era, temperatures became more amenable: Rivers abounded with fish and game flourished in the vicinity while human beings increased their mastery of the environment as many remains found on the spot prove to us.  

The cave was formed 60 million years ago.  In the prehistoric period, the entrance was located in the south. Currently, it is a dry cave protected by a clay lid that prevents water from infiltrating but condensation forms fine droplets on the walls. The ambient temperature oscillates around 13°C. You will see large greenish markings due to poor conservation in some places. In fact, algae damage makes some walls appear ugly. They formed because of a combination of light, warmth and moisture. The fact that the cave accommodates visitors undoubtedly contributes to environmental degradation on the inside.  

The route is very pleasant:  It is a succession of imposing vaults, cavities and galleries, excepting parts closed to the public that contain very wild engravings. To reach the Temple Room, you start by climbing a maze of stairs. This room is very impressive in size.  Once, it was divided horizontally into two parts but the separation was demolished during the 17th century. This broad room was originally a place for hibernating bears who gave way to people in the Magdalenian period (15,000 to 9,000 BC).  Since then, the cave has virtually always been inhabited until 1625 (Wars of Religion) but this information is difficult to prove (also, traces of the earlier Aurignacian have been found).  

With a length of 50 meters, the Flint Gallery was the place where raw material was worked and movable artefacts were manufactured. We are astonished by the total absence of light obliging people to use fat lamps. Did they come here during the winter season? Or, for reasons unknown to us?  

In the Conference Room there are 3 display windows.  The first is devoted to the fauna: bones of animals such as mammoths, bears, buffalos, horses and reindeer washed in by floods. The second window presents human activities: hunting (spear throwers, spears points), flint knapping (cores, tools) and some movable art mainly made of reindeer antlers, such as a neighing horse’s head or an anthropomorphic figure with a bear holding a stick.  

In the third window, you will be intrigued by Magda's cranium, the only human vestige found inside the cave, which dates from the Magdalenian period (11,600 years old).  And you will be amazed to know that it belongs to a girl, deceased between her 15th and 20th year. It was found without a jaw or teeth, with its orbit held up by two reindeer bones painted red.  In the midden, shells and animal bones were also found but it is quite difficult to specify if that was intentional or not. These remains were discovered in a midden, i.e., they were interspersed with other finds, but are well preserved because they were inside clay blocks. However, it would be hazardous to speak of funerary habits. But the fact that it was alone in this enclosure leaves us perplexed.  Was it about a priestess? A dignitary's daughter? Or, an ordinary person?  How did she die? Everybody can let their imagination wander. Lastly, there are some painted items, the Azilian painted rollers (9,000 to 6,000 BC), which also retain their mystery.  Simple decorations, toys, substitute currency, accounting system, who knows?  

In the Mandement Room, inhabited nowadays by bats, an everyday life scene from Prehistory is reconstructed using articulated mannequins: around a fireplace, a flint knapper shapes a flint core using a soft hammer, an old woman sews an animal skin with a needle, and a young girl cuts meat using a sharp flint knife. This scene provides the guide with a pretext for fuller explanations of Magdalenian activities and demonstrating a spear thrower. In another recessed room, woolly rhinoceros bones and two very impressive mammoth molars that look like shoe soles are shown! To conclude, the bear is also honoured. This impressive animal, which could measure between 2.50 and 3 m height standing upright, is reconstructed emerging from the twilight accompanied by its cub. If they were alive, it would be best to run!

We continue the tour in the narrow Bear Gallery (about 15 meters long and only 1.20 meter high) where the lower sides are covered with craniums, bear and mammoth bones. Some regret about the varnishing of these bones. Though they merit good preservation, it reduces their feel of authenticity. Then, we arrive above the road and this spot gives us a beautiful view of the whole rock shelter where Azilian human beings lived and where the famous enigmatic paint rollers were found.  

Returning to the Temple Room, we are entitled to ten minutes of sound and light reminding us of how this room was the material and spiritual centre of the cave: a place of worship for the first Christians during the Roman period, for Cathars persecuted during the Albigensian Crusade and, finally, the Protestants that Richelieu had come to dislodge. But, nevertheless, this history relates more to the village than the cave itself.   

EXTRAS OF THE VISIT/CAVE

The Museum visit is a must: 

· On the ground floor, an Aboriginals of Australia exhibit with photos 

· The first floor concentrates on remains found in the cave during excavations and consists of a collection of various admirable, finely engraved tools: the famous spear thrower fragments showing a fawn with a bird and a horse shape, small jewels of exquisite smoothness, a woman’s bust on an incisor, two anthropomorphic shapes on rods, a bison leg and a scientific reconstruction of Magda’s face starting from her cranium. Also, you will see some reproductions of the enigmatic painted red rollers, superb Azilian harpoons and engravings from the part closed to public. 

· The second floor holds several prehistoric craniums (Cro-Magnon, Neanderthal), vestiges found in dolmens, and a nice exhibition of regional glassmaking.  

INFORMATION 

Tel.: 05 61 69 97 71 (cave) 

Tel.: 05 61 69 97 22 (museum) 
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