THE CAVE OF NIAUX

In the Depths of Magdalenian Age

WHERE IS IT?  

Don’t be surprised, as soon as we leave the village of Tarascon sur Ariège towards the Vicdessos valley, we immerse ourselves in a very particular atmosphere.  After a few miles, we reach the village of Niaux. Looking up on our left, we can see the cave, easily recognizable due to Fuksas’ monumental sculpture, which is as austere and imposing as the surrounding landscape.  

The entrance is located under an immense natural porch that is currently an artificial access to the cave. Just outside, Paul Valéry’s quotation welcomes you: "Any man creates without knowledge just as he breathes. But, the artist feels to create, his act engages his entire being".  

In the distance, we can hear the numb and repetitive hammering of a forging mill.  A whole program to start a visit inside these obscure Ariegeois mountains entrails that were modelled in limestone by water.  

WHAT DOES ONE SEE THERE?  

It is necessary to walk at least 500 meters before one faces the first drawings.  During this stroll, you have to use handheld lights because the cave is not electrified. We follow the path, sometimes one by one, while paying attention to numerous openings in the ground, then we cross a gallery and go up steps. We also discover the indelicate imprints of recent visitors from 1857 at the original entrance, which is now blocked by a cave-in, and a survey left as it stands. 

The first prehistoric panel is called the Signpost because it consists of symbols and red-and-black dots.  They are painted using “scientific” dye mixes consisting of crushed minerals and a binder. They are as mysterious as the message they deliver and invite us to continue forward. 

About 300 metres further, we enter a vast, blind room with outstanding acoustics and a high ceiling like a cupola: This is the Black Room.  It contains 80% of the graphic works. And they are masterpieces!  Many descriptions of the bestiary of this room have already been written. However, without falling into commonplaces, it is necessary here to underline the extreme smoothness of some drawings, some of which were first outlined before being painted.  

In particular, on panel 4, a bison head captures our attention not so much because of its realism but because of its style with a lot of impressive details: a black ringed eye, fine horns, delicate hoofs and a graceful neck.  Drawn below it, almost between its legs, an ibex demonstrates the perfect control of the Magdalenian masters who left their testimonials in these underground galleries. Indeed, Prehistorians assume that two different cultures were painting in Niaux cave at different times over a period of 500 to 1,000 years.  

Further on, another splendid ibex with immense serrated horns bent in an arc climbs along the wall. 

We certainly shouldn’t forget to talk about the large, bearded horse that seems to smile and to be completely upright, a Pyrenean bearded horse with its back overlapping a barely outlined ibex – we always note such improbability related to obvious realism. Some drawings are relatively large, others small and some overlap. Most of them have suffered from infiltrations that wash the walls in spite of the gutters that were installed to divert water.  

It should be noted that many of these drawings are marked with one or several features in the shape of an arrow but bows had not been invented 13,000 years ago, so all these signs leave us quite puzzled!!!  And allow us to let our imagination wander on hypothetical significances.  

EXTRAS OF THE CAVE 

It is open all year!!! But the number of visitors is limited, so it is imperative to book in advance to avoid nasty surprises, as the guide emphasizes.  

A very beautiful site on the Internet, very complete, in particular with regard to the closed parts of Niaux, the cave’s history and famous Prehistorians who have worked there. 

The Prehistory Park in the next valley, open from late March to November: animations, workshops etc. (see article).

 INFORMATION 

Reservations for the cave and/or the park : Tel. 05 61 05 10 10 or 05 61 05 88 37

Internet Site:  www.sesta.fr  
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