THE CAVE OF ROUFFIGNAC

Homage to the Mammoth

WHERE IS IT?  

If you are in the area visiting prehistoric sites, you must go to the Cave of Rouffignac at the end of the day.  The reason is simple: You will sit in an electric train and will be able to relax after a hard day of walking. Of course, that cuts down on the delight a little bit but when you learn that this immense cave contains a labyrinth of more than 10 km, you will adopt this modern mode of locomotion with more patience.  

You will easily find this cave because it is located about 8 miles from the village of Les Eyzies in Dordogne, which was the Cro-Magnon’s stronghold. If their intention was to dedicate each cave to the worship of a particular animal, then without a doubt this cave was decorated in honour of the mammoth – its walls show 154 specimens! 

The entrance is superb, low and broad. It confers even more interest on the prehistoric entrance. So, let us delve deeply into the underground galleries to discover this mythical pachyderm, alas now extinct, that enthralled our ancestors and allows us to rediscover it in all its splendour.  

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?  

The visit lasts about 1 hour. Works date to 13,000 years ago, i.e., 4,000 years after Lascaux.  More than 250 figures are scattered in the broad galleries. The most distant of them remain inaccessible to us. The cave’s history began 70 million years ago. It is currently a dry cave so there are no concretions. It is also very atypical from a geological point of view. The temperature ranges only from 13 to 13.5° and it is cold and wet in there. On its walls and ceilings, we discover flint layers and graffiti from untalented artists of the 16th to 20th centuries who absolutely wanted to leave their signatures and contributed to damaging some prehistoric drawings. No further comment. The cave bear was the first occupant of this place. It disappeared 20,000 years ago after many successive hibernations and left scratch marks when it awoke, as it also did in Bara Bahau. But that didn’t bother our Cro-Magnon artists since they simply drew over them. 

About 700 meters from the entrance, in the Breuil Gallery (named after the famous Abbot), we discover the first engravings, the Mammoths of the Discovery, 3 finger-engraved mammoths that are well named because of revisions in 1956.  Our astute prehistoric artist used a flint piece to express the eye of one of the animals! We also notice mysterious serpentiform (snake-shaped) symbols. Then, 3 absolutely marvellous woolly rhinoceros with their partitioned nostrils follow. What a wealth of detail! Why does the first one have a broken horn? Because it is rarely represented in primeval art, this ancestral animal is all the more appreciated by prehistory buffs. Sapiens-sapiens, the master of feature art, carried out all these drawings with manganese dioxide pencils from the on-site deposit.  

On the opposite wall, buffalos facing each other are incised with an engraving tool or a flint and a horse is superimposed on bear scratches. A flint piece forms the ear! A beautiful woolly fleece and a splendid pyramid-shaped eye characterize the Patriarch, an old mammoth with long tusks.  It is a characteristic and technically complex work with extremely moving realism. 

A marvellous 11-meter long frieze (still carried out with manganese dioxide) shows 6 mammoths face-to-face.  Legs and horns are somewhat erased by a calcite layer.  However, they did not lose any of their quiet power or their beauty.  

The second gallery, called The Sacred Way, reveals obvious remains of the bears’ habitation because we see many of their beds.  Finally, at the bottom of this deep, blind bowel, more than one km away from the entrance, we can get out of the train to admire for a few minutes the Large Ceiling decorated with 65 figures.  With the head in the air, they will make us giddy because they are unbelievable.  Of course, there are mammoths including the recognizable, wrinkled Grandfather, a superb rhinoceros, bison, 11 ibex including a natural-sized one with its young right in front of it.  There are also horses, again including a natural-sized one, a true prehistoric horse’s certified copy.  

All this leaves us quite perplexed, full of admiration and, undoubtedly, is very dreamy when you imagine that our artists painted lying in these bear dens in a very restricted space of 0.60 to 0.90 meter between the ground and the ceiling! In fact, they never could see their paintings because they were too close for a proper view. With no light other than the weak gleam of grease lamps, how did they paint natural-sized animals?  It is thought that there were only 4 or 5 artists and that they worked for only one year.  

EXTRAS OF THE CAVE 

· Under the entrance porch, an exhibit about mammoths, particularly on Mammuthus excavation in Siberia, with very beautiful photographs

· A souvenir shop and a small bookshop with prehistoric works 

· A shaded picnic area 

INFORMATION

Tel..  05 53 05 41 71 

Fax:  05 53 35 44 71 

Internet site:  www.grottederouffignac.fr 

(MAY 2003) Patricia MILAN
