THE CAVES OF COUGNAC

The astonishing magicians of the Palaeolithic

WHERE ARE THEY?    

A few miles from Gourdon in the department of Lot, almost at the border to the department of Dordogne, we discover with great pleasure the caves of Cougnac, which are located in the hill Les Chênes Verts (The Holm Oaks), the site of an old stone quarry. These caves were found by inspired dowsers. Though its geological treasures are very important, the first cave does not contain any remains from Prehistoric humans but the second cave contains primeval art. 

After leaving the car at the car park below the road, we follow a green alley to a guide house in the style of a bucolic and flowery “guinguette”(café).    

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?   

 First cave: 

This cave, which was rediscovered at the beginning of the century, has an artificial entrance. It is a geological trove of wonders. We are treated by very skilled guides to an extremely instructive lesson in cave formation. There we learn, among other things, that a quarter of France’s territory is calcareous and that this matter is friable so that fissures caused by tectonic action allow water to penetrate it. When the water withdrew, it left spaces – our famous caves. Then, rainwater acidified by carbon dioxide produced by the vegetation dissolved the limestone, thus forming the concretions that dazzle our eyes. Translucent draperies, true forests of stalactites (or “macaronis”) cover the ceiling cupolas. Columns (or monoliths) result from the thousand-year-old meeting of a stalactite with a stalagmite. All this beauty that slowly, ever so slowly, ever so patiently built over so much time since the Quaternary period truly impresses. 

If some bats remain, do not disturb their sleep! The cave bears were gone long before human beings came. After hibernation, the best way for them to manicure their long claws was to scrape them on the walls. And that they did, stretching themselves like big lazy cats and leaving nice scratches that are still visible today. An experiment with black light highlights the activity in the cave.      

Second cave:  

The immediate surroundings of a cave environment can sometimes be surprising. Located a little bit higher on the hill, at the end of a charming path favourable to letting the spirit wander, we discover the cave under a house whose rock shelter was used for a long time by its owners as a cellar. 50,000 years ago, the Neanderthals were the first tenants of this shelter. They explored the cave and left some tools on its floor. 

During the Upper Palaeolithic, i.e., 25,000 years ago, the Neanderthals yielded to the Cro-Magnons who occupied the place in a specific way. Probably inhabiting other shelters not far from there, they were mainly reindeer hunters and visited the cave during the 10 millennia before it was forgotten some 10,000 years ago after its narrow entrance was shut. Today, an artificial entrance has been dug under the shelter, which is no longer used as a cellar but instead contains archaeological exhibits from the medieval town of Gourdon.

The Cro-Magnons had to crawl 15 meters through a narrow entrance of 70 x 80 cm to get inside the cave! What motivated them, especially at that time, to dare to enter such a restricted space? At the end of this tunnel, when the cavity widens, a path appears among the stalagmites. To some extent, it is possible to say that they “marked out” the way. Brilliant! Anyway, it is a very special path, the concretions are very evocative in this part of the cave and there is a special atmosphere.

While walking on, we enter a small, low, circular room filled with concretions and we find ourselves face-to-face with the first enigmatic symbols, which are common in Cougnac. There are also many different types: elaborate geometrical patterns, simple coloured fingerprints, round dots, features and curves. They are sometimes associated with drawings and sometimes they are isolated in an alcove. It should be noted that the same symbols are found in the Placard Cave in Charente. Cougnac also has much in common with the Pech Merle Cave in the same department (wounded men, aviforms signs (in the shape of bird wings) etc.).  

In front of a basic cervid, there are human figures and “phantoms” with silhouettes reduced to a head in frontal perspective without details. They resemble enigmatic characters in a picture that has been erased little by little over the years. Such sensitive portraits…  

Finally, we are at the entrance of a large room with paintings that are still hidden in the dark. Its access seems to be kept by a splendid horse but this is due to a clever set of lights that transform a calcite casting into an imaginary animal. With lighting, a circular room full of concretions and a very good whispering gallery is revealed. In its middle, there are large columns, on the right it is filled with stalactites and stalagmites and there are drawings on all the walls. 

There are animals ranging from the largest to the smallest including cervids, ibexes and mammoths. Is it necessary to recall once again that our artists’ special talent lay in using the curves, faults, notches and bumps of the wall? Even in the most stylized depictions, we can distinguish horns, manes and dorsal lines. All animals are shown from the side and are drawn with a pencil. The megaceros (Irish elk) are very recognizable with their giant “webbed” antlers and their prominent withers. They consist of a female in black followed by two males in red. At the highest part of the latter’s side, a human figure shows a sense of humour: It represents the posterior of an anthropomorphic form combined from three engraved features.  

The ibex is also very present in this environment. Four are red and another four black. There are males and females. We stop for a moment in front of one of the better known images, which has become the cave’s emblem because of its impressive realism. Calcite castings astutely evoke its legs and fur. We can recognize a female by its small horns (though the animal is double the size of the other drawings). Its head is painted in red. Not far, a male of smaller size, squat, really does not lack interest either with its horns and its sulky air.  

The last figure, undoubtedly the most illegible, consists of several mammoths, a human figure with seven features, horns of ibexes and symbols. To help you put the elements in order – if there is one – lets say that the wounded creature (in black) seems to “float” between two mammoths (in red), the one up front being smaller than the other in the background. The scene is encircled and punctuated by numerous dots and fingerprints. Horns of ibex, very finely underlined, are located on the side, close to the silhouette of another mammoth. All are free to interpret the significance of this scene and to make their own interpretation. Could this be the story of a famous character, hurt by mammoths, a famous megaceros hunter many times wounded or a big friend of ibexes?   

Pigments used for the paintings are blood-red stone (ochre), a brown dye produced by mixing manganese oxide, charcoal and bone. Techniques employed are “spitting” and drawing with a “stick,” then smoothing with fingers. Some drawings in red were entirely redrawn in black, such as the megaceros male. Bones from meals, a stone lamp and some flint blades and chips were discovered in the decorated rooms. It is thought that the first paintings date from 25,000 years ago but that the prints encircling the frieze are from about 14,000 years ago. Moreover, slight final improvements to initial drawings seem to belong to other artists who came thousand of years later. It is thought that the work we see today belongs to several artists who undoubtedly were not contemporaries.     

EXTRAS OF THE VISIT    

Here, it is about the dialogue of the space, even appropriation of space, and that is very interesting. At present, under the pressures of world economy, it is important to visit prehistoric sanctuaries of peace and respect and to hear smart words. Cougnac is one of these places. A big thank you to the guides for their availability. One of them wrote a French/English description of the caves illustrated with pictures, and this book (available in the shop) helped a lot with writing this article.   

 EXTRAS OF THE CAVES    

· A small “prehistoric” shop  

· A beautiful terrace to have a drink and enjoy this quiet place  

· A very nice welcome

INFORMATION    

Tel. and Fax: 05 65 41 47 54         
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