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“The Cave Painters: Probing the mysteries of the world’s first artists”. Gregory Curtis. Alfred A. Knopf Publishing, New York, 2006. 278 pp. $25.00

________________________________________________________________________

THIS BOOK IS A STUDY OF PALEOLITHIC PEOPLES CAVE ART DISCOVERED IN THE LAST 150 YEARS IN CAVES AROUND THE PYRENEES BETWEEN FRANCE AND SPAIN. PALEOLITHIC ART WAS FIRST SEEN AS GEOMETRIC CARVINGS ON ANIMAL BONES FOLLOWED BY ANIMAL FIGURES CARVED ONROCKS AND ON CAVERN WALLS. These cave system galleries can extend up to a quarter of a mile into the mountains and include clay statues, painted drawings and etchings of geometric or intelligible signs and recognizable animals and human figures. Usually these caverns over look a valley and vast terrain where herds and rivers can be seen, there are signs of prehistoric human (Cro-Magnon/Homo sapiens sapiens) habitation in them from bone, flint tools, animal teeth strategically placed in cracks in the walls and from discarded tools on the floors. Hearths, a bear skull “alter” and foot prints were also found at a few of these sites. The animals drawn vary from cave to cave, perhaps due to their distribution in the Cro-magnons environment or their cultural importance to their societies.

The earliest cavern art “gallery” was radio carbon dated to be 32,000 years ago (Aurignacian culture) in a cultural artistic trend that lasted 20,000 years and ended abruptly in the Magdalenian culture – it’s start was also surprising in a cultural and technological “explosion” of these anatomically modern humans. Interestingly enough, the meanings of these drawings, symbols and signs are unknown but various theories were put forth for their possible interpretation, these include shamanistic psychedelic hallucination experiences coming out of trance of tribal shamans referred to the engravings etched one on top of the other in no apparent order and in the thousands depicting animals and unknown signs, these are referenced with very narrow corridors in which only one or two people can visit at a time; huge gallery cavern paintings were thought to be places of group congregation where spiritually significant animals are worshiped, these sometimes appear to be drawn in order or a pattern of animal figures that may repeat itself or has more finely drawn images not always overlapping each other and given more attention to each figure; or these may be depictions of narratives and hunting scenes in which the lions or other predators are looking for their horse or bison prey with the geometric signs serving as a coding system understood by the specific cultures as signs of group affiliation (i.e. hand prints or contours on the wall with specific number of “missing” fingers in it). 

Animal depictions are sometimes drawn on natural formations and cracks or protrusions on the walls which the artists follow shapes similar to a bisons body or a horses head and contour the animal in paints from within the rock even utilizing the original mineral rock colors on the surface of the wall to fill in naturally the body of the figure, other times scraping the surface area around the figure to enhance it, all these give it a three dimensional effect. These animals have no real scale as mammoths may be drawn very small compared to a rhinoceros next to it. The drawings are dynamic in that they are some times drawn in groups with many directed to the right or left stretching out on curved walls and even go around bends suggesting movement especially when seen in the shimmering fire in the darkness, the animals were even drawn at times in seemingly correct perspective implying depth, distance and movement the vast diversity of drawings in the different caves implies many artists took part in their decoration, some drawings were huge and made by gifted artists whilst others are more simple. The choice of painting in caves may have arose from the habitation strategies of Paleolithic humans living in caves that serve as protection from other humans and refuge from predators with their earliest symbolical creation of bone or rock carving starting 45,000 years ago. The distribution of modern humans is thought to emerge from Eastern Africa and spread through Europe 50,000 years ago eventually reaching the Pyrenees Mountain range. The cave art was analyzed starting in 1900, dated and defined as art of the Upper Paleolithic from scientific investigation initiated in the caves serving as the first documented record of the cultural rise of human civilization bringing cognition, abstract thought and cultural expression to its climax in Paleolithic times seen in 350 different caves housing wall art. 

The chapters of this book are divided into descriptions of important caves, important paleoanthropologists researching them and their discoveries. The first chapters focus on how cave art was a local cultural development established in northern Spain and Southern France, with cave paintings and engravings having very similar compositions and shapes in forms that seem to repeat themselves in styles for about 20,000 years, there does not seem to be an evolution in the painting as the oldest cave in Chauvet of France (32,000 kya) looks more sophisticated then the later ones. The Lascaux cave from 17,000 kya exhibits over 50% horses in its 1,000 drawings and etchings, whilst Chauvet exhibit more lions and cave bears. These cave canvases were not describing an environment as no scenery is drawn, very few human figures were depicted and only four suggest some humans killed in violence or spear stabbing with all the other thousands representing bison, reindeer, mammoths, rhinos, Chinese horses, ibex and ancient cattle other animals are absent suggesting cultural value to ones shown perhaps primitive form of mythology or story telling- some animals seem to be in a fight, dropping from height or galloping yet all is drawn in midair with no guiding ground lines, however some animals are shown above a fissure implying substrate. There are few drawings depicting humans, though these include phalluses, genitalia symbols or pregnant women imagery with sex not appearing on any of the walls (only on one rock). 

The techniques of cave art making uses pigments of red from oxidized iron and black from charcoal mixed with water and the minerals on the walls allowing for permanent sticking, paint was administered by spitting or with hair or moss brushes. The conservative way of painting and engraving implies a learned cultural method spanning 20,000 years - music may be affiliated to these cultures as bone whistles and flutes were found contemporaneous to these sites possibly providing ritualistic and traditional context to these cave drawings – the humans were depicted stick figurines whilst all the attention was on the animals representing their possible viewed place in the environment. The modern humans found refuge in these caves in time of climatic shifts in which grasslands spread along with increased migratory herds of deer or bison hunted by them and the lions. At this time, starting 47,000 years ago humans developed sophisticated culture of burials with artifacts, statuettes carving, jewelry decoration of bone, shell and teeth with forms of creativity not simply survival based but also aesthetic. Symbolical language is thought to develop at this time. Neanderthals (Homo sapiens neanderthalensis) were living with Cro-Magnons in the same time between 35,000-27,500 kya with some creativity shown at the end of the Neanderthal era possibly showing their efforts in making advanced tools too as in the Arey-sur-Cure of France where bone pins, colored bone pieces, ivory rudimentary rings, and small linear indentations were etched in bone some of which was colored too for decoration but these pale in comparison to Cro-Magnon art, culture and tool advancement. Cro-Magnon sites have different components in them distinguishing them from the more isolated Neanderthal populations.

In 1879 the first cave art was discovered by Scholar Marcelino Sanz De Sautuola in Spain in Altamira with almost real life size bison paintings in it, yet his efforts to describe this finding as Paleolithic human art was met by ridicule. In the 1890s Leopold Chiron found Chabot cave in South of France with line engravings all over it. In 1895 the La Mouthe cave was found at Dordogne with its own cave art here it provided evidence of the Cro-Magnons lighting method – an indented end flat rock lamp. The mot famous researcher of these caves was Henri Breuil who studied the galleries for 55 years allowing for scientific analysis to provide evidence to the prehistoric origins of this art via stone tools for carving out the engravings found at the sites along with fire places for production of charcoal, he spent his time meticulously copying all the painting and engravings. Les Combarelles houses hundreds of animal etchings across 300 yards. He wrote several groundbreaking books about his findings, comparisons between the wall art, bone carvings and comparing them to native tribes’ rock artworks. Here as where context of rituals by the Aborigines was proposed to prehistoric societies and the animals were thought as being apart of‘hunting magic’ or for holding rituals for catching these animlas another theory is of spiritual connections to the animals. Lascaux found in 1940 France had exceptional paintings, with the largest paintings seen in caves, in the Hall of Bulls, the immense size of the galleries imply the need for group or community effort to help the artists paint and carve, in terms of food preparation, paint mixing and platform constructing soas high to reach places can be painted on. The whole community seems to be involved as all ages get a chance to print their hands on the walls from small kids to grown ups. Finally, his book reviews the various prehistoric scholars that tried to decipher meaning from these figures however none seem to fully provide significant conclusions such as suggesting a male/female division between colors and animals or insisting a Shamanistic hallucinatory reason for the mass production and over lapping of the thousands of engravings that lack order and produce the unknown geometric grids, dots and lines, however these signs are seen in the congregational galleries too and may not b the result of trance or psychedelic plant intake. 

My critiques after reading this book is that we don’t see parsimonious explanations in this book such as why the bison and horses were depicted with small heads and small spindly legs but with huge bodies – a simple theory may be due to nutritional importance of these parts rather than implying it is a comic scene. Furthermore, more compositional art analysis should be given, if not to provide meaning than at least to draw out an organizational scheme to the paintings, for instance rather than discussing the dramatic motion of the ceiling I Altamira and the expressions of calmness or playfulness of the different animals strategically placed mirroring each other, why not simply describe the drawing as having a focal point in the center of the myriad of bison, bulls and horses that pulls attention of the observer to the important part of the painting and the clocklike placed figures around the center add motion and dynamics to the composition. A more general approach to researching the composition as a whole may e better than describing each animal and its individual traits – the diversity of emotions, postures of figures don’t allow for specific meaning readings. Perhaps finding general traits of a group composition of figures may serve to better understand if there is a narrative or if it is a random scene of animals. For instance, when a pack of lions is following a herd of bison all flowing in one direction a story of a hunt may be interpreted, yet when one bison head with a human body is nearby a possible connection with human hunting strategies may apply yet shamanistic chimera images of trance time may also be theorized. Such are the difficulties of trying to find meaning in this art, a possible solution may be to focus on more apparent story themes such as a intestine showing bison mauled by a rhino or by the human figure next to it rather than trying to identify why some bison look to the left whilst others to the right or have their legs twisted for unknown reasons. As there are thousands of paintings, engravings at 123 caves it maybe preferable to focus on the pictures that are possible to interpret at least in form of sharing a story or occurrence rather than compare the unknown reason for animal pairings or postures. 

Moreover, instead of theorizing romantic ideas of cavemen wanting to cross into the underworld by placing flint tools in crevices or placing their handprints on the wall, maybe the most parsimonious theory is better, for instance simply for the cave men wanting to show they are a part or even one with the cave by spitting pigment around their hand and pealing it out or signing their artwork or showing their allegiance with their group and their cave and maybe placing shells in cracks is a sign of suggesting that this is their dwelling area and they are fully part of it utilizing every crack. Also, instead of suggesting hallucinogens for art inspiration one needs to simply look at the shape of the rock formations in a cave and imagine them as animals, dots and lines and geometric shapes are apart of psychedelic experiences but one needs to stay in a dark cave for a few hours and his eyes start seeing geometric colored shaped all around him. The cave experience does not need drugs as the sounds, echoes, light shimmering on water drops and stalactites with darkness makes our eyes plat tricks on us and our mind starts seeing things that are not really there giving rise to creativity. Lastly, this book gives a wholesome review of the history of cave art, its main protagonists and biggest discoveries it spreads out all the theories given in the past 100 years for its purpose and meaning yet it still has room for emphasizing the community’s part in its undertaking – the issue of having all age groups participating in art is fascinating along with the little footprints found along side adults on the floor of the caves, what were the social contexts in which such activities were taking place in do the drawing suggest children’s art along side sophisticated masters, is there teaching in the cave and where is this present, in stead of focusing on the grand masterpieces may be the simple or even unsuccessful figure productions hold the secret to community cave life?                  

