THE PREHISTORIC SITE OF CASTEL MERLE

A peaceful small valley along Vézère river...

WHERE IS IT?  

The small valley “Les Roches” is located in the quaint Sergeac village’s district that knew throughout years, how to preserve its little ancestral borough’s picturesque character. It is in  Dordogne, between les Eyzies de Tayac and Montignac, in the heart of Black Perigord.  Without any doubt, we will have great pleasure to discover this Vézère valley wilder than Dordogne valley, with its many castles dotted along the road.  Here we are in one of most beautiful areas of France and since beginnings of humanity, on a stepped in History ground.  

WHAT DO WE SEE THERE?  

It is better to choose a beautiful shiny day to visit this protected natural valley with its rock shelters they hosted Prehistoric Human beings generations (from Mousterian to Iron Age until Medieval Age). All shelters are not worth visiting.  However, a tour of them is proposed to us as a leisurely stroll that we can do according to our own tempo thanks to a small booklet provided at reception for having information about principal shelters as well as excavations.  

It is during Quaternary period beginnings (2 to 3 million years ago) and Günz and Mindel glaciations, that shelters had been formed, thanks to the digging by erosion of limestone plates.  Following Riss and Würm glaciations deepened them until sometimes making them to break down. Thanks to these collapses, vestiges have been preserved until today.

These shelters constituted perfect dwellings for Neanderthalians, first occupants of the places.  The weather was cold in these times and human beings needed to protect them self to survive.  For still obscure reasons, those choose to settle in shelters exposed to North:  Wonders Shelter and Blanchard II Shelter. In particular, many tools made in rock crystal had been found there.  However, the site was ideal for these first ages men and women:  not far from Vézère river, they could observe herds of reindeers and buffalos movements mainly abounding in the area and constituting main food for our ancestors.  

Later, Cro-Magnon settled in the shelters, especially those on opposed side, more convenient because having better exposure.  It is not impossible, within this small valley that Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon cohabited. However, nothing could affirm this possibility or draw conclusions on how could be this cohabitation if it really took place.  

About Cro-Magnon, many vestiges had been discovered allotted to various times of its evolution:  Aurignacian, Gravettian, Solutrean and Magdalenian.  

We are starting our visit with Reverdit Shelter from the name of the man who discovered it at the end of 19th century.  For its protection, it is currently walled and a guide carries out its visit.  Indeed, much of its works were lost until its classification as Ancient Monument in 1924.  Under a dozen meters height cliff, we penetrate into a beautiful shelter, 15 meters broad, 5 meters deep and 3 meters high to the front.  During prehistoric time, it is thought that its projection was at least 6 meters larger.  It is crossed by a spring what was probably a considerable additional comfort for Magdalenian human beings living there. Here also, we can see ancestral "curtain rod" in form of rings dug into the rock on two collapsed blocks.  These rings patiently carried out by percussion then by rotation in the rock are aligned from 40 to 60 cm from/to each other at the entry of the shelter under the vault.  They were probably used as point of anchoring to hang skins of animals protecting these precarious habitats from cold and bad weather of the rigorous climate.  Astute, isn't this?  

On the wall, at eye level, we distinguish the sculpture of three animals directed towards the river.  First of all, we can see contour from a large horse dated from Magdalenian (probably destroyed by the first digger, Alain Reverdit in 1878); carved rear-axle unit being visible in Castel Merle museum.  Then two bisons follow each other.  The head of the first one partially disappeared because freezing effect spoiling the wall but both are deeply carved and we distinguish still perfectly the back line, the round-off posterior, the hump and the before and back legs. On the right, another animal seems to go back inside the shelter.  It is probably a bear. There, it is a very beautiful frieze given to us to contemplate, at least 17 000 years old!!!  (Ancient Magdalenian) 

On the ground, archaeologists have deposited several symbols blocks there.  Some come from Castanet, Blanchard or Labattut Shelters.  We see on these, engraved, a vulva and these mysterious "cups" (small matched crucibles of variable size with sometimes a groove for flow) and their significance escapes to us.  Were they engraved signs or points?  Did they have an unspecified utility?  Can be, but which one?  

While leaving Reverdit Shelter, do not miss the impressive stratigraphy (1985-1988) on left side mixed with collapsed blocks.  It is not frequent to have possibility, for common visitors who we are, to examine so close, a so rich cut. We see there fire places remainders, bones, and teeth in their case of ground and all that is absolutely authentic...  

The visit continues by a path skirting the cliff.  Several enormous ploughed up blocks announce a hidden shelter presence and for which thorough excavations were not started yet because financial means fault.  It is the Steel Rock Shelter. However, vestiges belonging to Superior Perigordian habitat were found there, thanks to the presence of points "of Gravette" dated from  - 20 000 years.  

Further, we reach Labattut Shelter.  Excavated by Mr. Marcel Castanet (the precursor of the excavations, to see in the heading "Interviews" of Mr. Rene Castanet), it revealed two archaeological layers dated from Gravettian as well as a fine layer from Solutrean where a child skeleton had been extracted who will be soon a study object.  An engraved horse was also discovered whose moulding is inside the Reverdit Shelter. Original one is more difficult to see because it is now in the American Museum of Natural History in New York... There, we also see a large block painted in black on red bottom representing the ventral line of one bovidae (or equidae?). Round shoes finish its legs.  This block comes from the Blanchard Shelter and the original is preserved in the Perigord Museum in Perigueux.  It counts among the oldest traces of parietal art in the world.  Here, we will more easily include/understand the cutting flint technique and its evolution during various periods referred above.  

Our advance continues through a small wood where we discover a quite strange characteristic of calcareous rock formed during Tertiary era.  It is about the Furnace Shelter.  This entirely natural cavity was used during Medieval Ages when people took refuge there during Scandinavian invasions (Vikings, may be).  

We finally arrive safe to the Souquette Shelter where very rich layer revealed quantity of tools and especially 200 parts of ornament, which made it possible to reconstitute collars in bone, teeth and bored shells from Superior Paleolithique.  They are visible in Sergeac’s Museum.  Here, it will be explained to us how excavations are carried out and what is a stratigraphic cut.  

Do not hesitate to continue your walk to the Guetteur Hole and the English Fortress to contemplate the landscape surroundings and the Vézère river meanders.  

"EXTRA" OF THE VISIT 

Incontestably, it is about the visit of the Museum in Sergeac.  It is located in center of the village. Here, windows exposing various tools manufactured and used by Prehistoric People are indexed in a teaching way in order to enable us to better include/understand their evolution. It is a pleasure for Mr. Rene Castanet to explain us how streamlined scrapers were used perfectly as planes, dihedral gravers were useful for digging rings in the stone and still so much other easy ways...  

But we will admire too mammoth ivory plates worked or striated, needles with holes and their polishing machines, blocks with cups or rings, striated rollers, mouldings of engravings from the shelters, a collapsed block with a phallus and a vulva associated with a ring, whistles in bone, still a phallus sculpture... and many other wonders...  

A curiosity:  a lunar calendar dated from Aurignacian and which would have been used for annotate moon phases according to Alexander Marshack’ s assumption.  

Lastly, we will be able to finish with most extraordinary of the collection:  6 collars dating from Aurignacian and Magdalenian.  These ornaments are superb and exceptional.  They are made up in steatite or ivory pearls as well as teeth (common or silver foxes canines, young reindeers or cervidae theeth, lynxes or megaceros, some are decorated...) Shells come from Atlantic Ocean or Mediterranean Sea and let predict travels or barters between various people tribes. Fossilized shells were also used, which is rare. Besides, it is thought that existed during Aurignacian period, true jewels factories as well as workshops for flint cutting.  Though it is each pearl, each tooth or shell were thoroughly bored according to a quite precise process then polished in order to refine softness with the touch of it.  There is an aesthetic research completely upsetting.  

At the exit of the museum, on the small terrace, in an old furnace, there is a completely remarkable collection of bird's nests.  Especially, do not miss it!!!  At the end of this visit, we will have gone up time and we will have spent single moments, far from modern life trepidations. These moments become increasingly rare alas and places where nest this serenity too.  Castel Merle is a rare bird, be able to discover it and to appreciate it, its song through ours ears will be simply tuneful!  

"EXTRA" OF THE SITE 

· dogs on a lead are allowed 

· shaded car park and surface for free picnic 

· a bar 

INFORMATION 

From July 1 to August 31:  opened every day to 10h to 19h 

From Easter to June 30 and to 1st September to September 30:  opened 10h to 19h except Saturday and Sunday morning 

Tel.  05 53 50 79 70 

The Castel Merle Inn in Sergeac:  Tel.  05 53 50 70 08 Fax:  05 53 50 76 25 

Open April 1 to All Saints' Day 
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