THE FISH SHELTER AND HIGHT LAUGERIE

Scarcity and Abundance

WHERE IS IT?  

These two sites form a paired visit.  They are located not far from each other in the Dordogne at the exit of the village of Eyzies on the road to Perigueux.  

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?  

THE FISH SHELTER
Six rock shelters (as well as caves) have been found in a small valley running perpendicular into the Vézère Valley. They were inhabited during several prehistoric periods (Aurignacian, Solutrean, Magdalenian) by humans but never all at the same time.  

Discovered in 1853-1864, the Lartet/Christy shelter was one of the first regional sites to be excavated. At the start of the 20th century, prehistoric excavations became a pastime and a valuable vocation but were mostly performed indifferently. And, too often, the “excavators” took what they found for their personal profit.  

The Fish Shelter was only revealed in 1892 because it was buried and, thus, well hidden. However, it was one of first decorated sites classified as an Ancient Monument.  In 1912, the Berlin Museum tried to “kidnap” its fish engraving. Remains of this failed removal are still visible: Now the animal is contained in a frame dug all around it and, while cutting this frame around the salmon, invaluable details may have been destroyed. Further ahead, there is what may be a horse’s front and various enigmatic engravings. 

In 1975, a negative black hand was located.  Was the ceiling also entirely painted in red and black, as some traces still remaining in rock interstices indicate? During prehistory, it was an open place, illuminated by light and sun-kissed.

In all primeval art found so far, only about 20 fish are represented.  Thus, it captivates our interest! A beautiful animal of 1.05 meter length, a salmon with its rolled up jaw, the characteristic sign of a male exhausted by spawning.  

Inside, there is a hatched rectangle with 7 deep features. It is a low relief sculpture with the nose, eye and gills engraved. It was probably also painted because a few red traces still remain. We notice holes on the line behind the gills and a band in the middle of the animal (?). Towards the tail and on the back, at the precise place for salmon characteristics, there was a stone ring. How was it used?  Various assumptions have been put forth.  

The shelter was dated to the Aurignacian and Perigordian from the two habitation levels found.  Limestone pieces were detached from ceiling by frost action.  After – 25,000 years, there is no more human activity because the shelter was closed by a mudflow, so the fish was preserved and not destroyed by freezing. Finally, several interpretations are given for the apparent symbol under the fish’s nose – it may be a rhinoceros horn or even a bison tail.  

HIGHT LAUGERIE

A little further along on the edge of the road leading to Perigueux, there is a very large rock shelter.  Over the centuries, this shelter was hidden because cliff blocks collapsed above it. It has perhaps the most developed stratigraphy known to date, revealing a very long prehistoric occupation that extended over quite a number of different periods (8,000 years: from – 24,000 to – 16,000). Discovered in 1863, this site was excavated and remains a reference site (32 different layers but that doesn’t mean that there were 32 different human occupations during different periods). The stone blocks covering it after – 16,000 years packed and mixed the layers somewhat but, more importantly, protected them.  

These layers have yielded an incredible amount of material including reddened rollers, flints, bones and teeth. It is thought that this was a hunting camp and may have been a main home because objects from other areas and particularly the Pyrenees have been found. Some photos of these objects: spears, animals engraved, pendants, stone lamps engraved, engraved scratch rollers, a stick engraved with two mammoths clashing. Moreover, it is even possible that this shelter was fully decorated because a few limestone pieces are engraved with features.  

INFORMATION

Guides from the Eyzies Prehistoric Museum conduct the tours.  

Bookings at 05 53 06 45 65
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