THE CAVE OF PAIR-NON-PAIR

Home, sweet home…

WHERE IS IT?  

In Gironde, between Saint-André-de-Cubzac and Bourg, the charming small cave of Pair-Non-Pair is lost among the Côtes de Bourg’s vineyards (a very good vintage!). It was rediscovered in 1881 thanks to a cow that had wedged its hoof in an opening near the decorated section of the cave. More than thirty years were required to empty this cave of the mud that blocked it and to furnish it. What a crowning achievement for M. DALLEAU!!! But this Prehistory buff and schoolmaster did not stop there: He also planted trees above the cavity to decrease moisture entry into the cave. Nowadays, they agreeably decorate the small path leading to the entrance with a thicket. The cave is a very beautiful testimony of the Aurignacian age (- 30,000 years) in the form of primeval engravings but most of it was also inhabited, adding to its originality and charm.     

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?    

It is still possible to walk in the meanders of the prehistoric porch/entrance. Though walled today, it should be known that Prehistoric humans had to crawl to enter the cave but an artificial entrance has been constructed parallel to the original one. Thanks to it, we penetrate directly to the decorated part where formerly an opening illuminated the engravings but now has been closed. The prehistoric ground was 1.20 m higher than today’s level. On the left, there are the prehistoric entrance and another room that we will discover at the end of the visit. At the bottom, the site consists of a room surrounded by three alcoves. All the rooms are circular, rather small and cannot contain a large number of people (12 to 15 persons)    

To begin with, there are two facing ibex, one larger than the other. Below, two bison are also face-to-face and, further down, there are two horses with half-opened mouths and, near them, a mammoth is looking at them. On the left of the cupola, we can see two identical horses, one above the other. Their heads are turned three quarters towards the rear while their outline also shapes the horn of a mammoth. This engraving expresses so much more movement than the others. Indeed, all other engravings represent animals in profile and are rather static. A fossilized shell constitutes the mammoth’s eye. Here also, artists used the profiled wall and resemblances that inspired in them the glacial steppe bestiary of those times.  

Almost opposite, a stag faces a hind. When turning to the left, a small mammoth is located in a cavity. Continuing towards the living area, a bellowing stag encloses in its paunch an ibex, which in turn mingles with a megaceros. Almost all engravings overlap each other, outlines of possibly one part of an animal can ingeniously constitute an anatomical part for a second and even a third. This creates an erudite confusion, a strange mixture, an incomprehensible rebus. Did the light of the oil lamps also bestow movement? 

In a corner at the top, only the bottom of another horse is engraved but the animal’s entire back including its head and mane are naturally modelled on the wall. The engravers initially outlined some of their engravings with charcoal, then they used an engraving tool. They also used the staking technique in places. The few coloured pigments do not enable us to conclude without a doubt that the engravings were painted. It is also thought that several artists worked in different periods but nothing enables us to verify this possibility.   

The inhabited part appears extremely functional. Another opening made it possible for the smoke of the fireplace to be evacuated while also letting daylight filter in. The various alcoves could be used as dedicated rooms for various activities: flint knapping, bedrooms, food storage etc. And when the guide says that even a spring existed in this part, we understand better why this shelter was occupied for 60,000 years! Even Neanderthals stayed here. Excavations and clearing revealed more than 15,000 objects and flint pieces: tools, jewels, pendants, flutes etc. 

A unique feature of the prehistoric entrance is a ring dug into the ceiling rock, which we may suppose was used to suspend animal hides. Without a doubt, Prehistoric people had to protect themselves from the cold and the icy wind threatening to engulf them from the entrance and from predators prowling the night in search of prey. 

We can romantically imagine that this cave to some extent represented a comfortable den for our ancestors if we consider the preconditions for the precarious survival that they enjoyed – running water, natural ventilation and primeval decorations, a very modern concept for this natural calcareous stone igloo where humans took refuge, lived, were born and doubtlessly died over many centuries – and the impressive decorated walls, so alive and so touching for sapiens-sapiens! Pair-Non-Pair gives us the desire for imagining them in these natural decorations, whose simplicity touches on perfection, while being occupied with their daily tasks. A visit that cannot be avoided. 

EXTRAS OF THE CAVE   

· Nice welcome and a small shop with prehistoric works  

· Easy access    

INFORMATION    

Opened all round year

Cave de Pair-Non-Pair 33710 PRIGNAC-ET-MARCAMPS    

Tel.: 05 57 68 33 40  

Fax: 05 57 68 33 40    
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