THE CHAUVET CAVE EXHIBIT

In the heart of the lionesses

WHERE IS IT?  

Even though we cannot visit the Chauvet Cave because it is closed to the public, it is well worth visiting the Chauvet exhibit when one is near Vallon Pont d’Arc in Ardeche because it will give you invaluable information on this cave’s art as well as Prehistory in general.

The exhibit is located right in the middle of the village of Vallon Pont d’Arc. You will have no difficulties finding it: When walking down the main street, it is on your left immediately after the town hall square. You will be able to park your car in a nearby parking lot in a street on your right side. It is not easy to park in the village, especially in the summertime, beware of tickets!

 WHAT DOES ONE SEE THERE?  

You need at least 45 minutes to visit this exhibit, which consists of four display rooms and a projection room.  

The light is dimmed, as if you were entering a cave and immediately creates the mood.  The first room invites you to recall your knowledge of human evolution, the Upper Palaeolithic and the dating methods that helped date the Chauvet Cave as the oldest site discovered so far.  

In the second room, a full-scale prehistoric dwelling has been reconstructed. It is a hut covered with animal skins based on the Rouviere site.  As you know – and this cannot be repeated often enough – Prehistoric humans didn’t live in caves, at least not in the deep parts, especially when they were decorated.  They occupied rock shelters and sometimes cave entrances because these spaces received daylight.  However, mostly open-air habitats were used, comprising several different zones for cooking, flint knapping, sleeping etc. 

On the walls, you will be able to consult illuminated placards of various prehistoric periods and activities such as flint knapping, funerary rites etc. as well as display cases with various objects from archaeological excavations in Ardeche: teeth, bones, flint, tools etc.  

Impressive full-size animal reconstructions occupy pride of place (cave bear, cave lion), allowing one to imagine the Ice Age fauna of mammoths, woolly rhinoceroses, ibexes, seals and reindeer.  

The third room speaks of decorated caves in the Ardeche region and lets us discover them:  

· The Ebbou Cave, containing 70 engravings dating from the Terminal Solutrean. Many similarities to engravings in the Cosquer Cave are noted. 

· The Lion Head Cave with red paintings.

· The Colombier Shelter.  

Of course, all these caves are closed to the public.  

The fourth room is entirely dedicated to the Chauvet Cave: Its discovery, its galleries and its works are described on illuminated placards.  

This cave contains in its depths the oldest paintings and engravings known in the world.  They were dated to about 31,000 years ago. Its artists came and created their works over a rather short period of time.  Then, it was visited again about 4,000 years later. According to what we know today, these last visitors didn’t add any drawings. But how do scientists know this since there were no other visitors, you ask me?  I can answer: “C-14 dating!”  The front of the cave was decorated with red ochre paintings and, therefore, we can’t date them (except through stylistic correspondences with other prehistoric works) but major parts were done in charcoal and can be dated.  Likewise, torch marks on some walls were also dated.  They are 4,000 years younger, i.e., recent compared to the paintings. 

Then, about 20,000 years ago, the cave was naturally blocked by a cave-in and the paintings remained captives in the darkness until December 18, 1994 when Jean-Marie Chauvet and his colleagues Eliette Brunel and Christian Hilaire, 3 adventurous and quite lucky speleologists, got inside through a well and rediscovered it. It is still entered by this same well today.  

These speleologists took great care to avoid walking on the ground.  They traced a way to get inside it and carefully considered their steps coming back. Metal footbridges were assembled on this route for scientists studying the cave to walk on.  Thus, the ground with scattered bones and many animal prints are left unspoiled. Significant technical means were set up in order to preserve works at their best. It is for this overriding reason of conservation that the cave will never be opened for public visits.  

About the paintings, it should be noted that the best animals in the Chauvet Cave, which also are in the majority, are dangerous and impressive – lionesses, hyenas, panthers, bears, rhinoceroses, mammoths, bisons, Irish elk – as compared to more recent primeval representations in other caves where horses, deer and wild cattle dominate. Do we have to understand the special will of these prehistoric painters’ relative to those who succeeded them?  All assumptions are allowed for trying to include/understand and enact.  

Some panels are outstandingly beautiful, particularly the famous panel of lionesses that seem to leap out of the rocks in a spectacular movement and come alive in the torchlight. Our hearts leap at the sight of the four heads on the horses’ panel, which are arrayed in a vertical line. Their charcoal features are so clear, so precise and so delicate.  Moreover, all drawing techniques employ perspective.  That lets us to dream.

There are original features in this marvellous cavity: punctuations produced by applying an ochre-coated palm, an engraved eagle owl, a rhinoceros barely outlined in red, "seen" first by the artists in the natural rock contours. Artists only painted some of its morphological elements to make it discernible (the eye, the horn and the neck).  Some triangular vulvas retain their mystery on a rock pendent in front of the lioness panel.  This enigmatic Venus only shows her very marked vulva and her legs. She is associated with a bison head that appears to emerge at her side. Is it protecting her or taking possession of her?  Who knows?  There are also two splendid small heads of horses painted in yellow ochre, the only paintings of this colour in the entire cave.  

Finally, just a word on the geological aspect of the cave, which offers all of nature’s underground wonders: draperies, calcite falls, hollows, monoliths etc. An absolutely magical place, lost under scrubland right in front of the famous Arc Bridge and hidden from our sight – but relevant to our world, be sure of that!  

To conclude the visit of the exhibit, the projection room offers an exclusive movie about Chauvet Cave.  

EXTRAS OF THE EXHIBIT

· A shop sells postcards, books, various reproductions (the Venus), games, toys etc. 

INFORMATION

1, rue Miarou – 07150 VALLON PONT D’ARC 

Tel.: 05 75 37 17 68 

Fax: 04 75 88 19 52 

Chauvet Cave Site:  www.culture.gouv.fr/culture/arcnat/chauvet/fr/
Open from March 15 to November 15 – 10:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. and 3:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. except Monday 

Patricia MILAN (August 2005)

