Introduction the the Cave Art paintings of Chauvet Cave
The Chauvet Cave is one of the most famous prehistoric rock art sites in the world.  Located in the Ardeche region of southern France, along the bank of the river Ardeche near the Pont d’Arc, this cave was only discovered as recently as 1994, happened upon by a small team of cavers led by Jean-Marie Chauvet.  Chauvet Cave’s importance is based on two factors: firstly, the aesthetic quality of these Paleolithic cave paintings, and secondly, their great age.  With one exception, all of the cave art paintings have been dated between 30,000 & 33,000 years ago.  In 1998, the eminent French prehistorian Dr. Jean Clottes headed the first research team in Chauvet Cave, under great security.

For the former director of prehistoric antiquities for the Midi-Pyrènèes region of France and scientific advisor on prehistoric art to the French Ministry of Culture, this security proved to be of vital importance – as a result of carbon-14 dating of the cave paintings started to emerge from the laboratories, controversy and heated debates flared up as many entrenched and pre-existing conceptions were turned upside down.

The fact that these cave paintings were executed so skillfully yet so deep within prehistory has forced us to abandon the prevailing view that “early art was naïve art”.  Not only is the Ice Age art of Chauvet Cave extremely old, it is also very extensive and highly varied. And one other factor intrigued prehistorians around the world eagerly awaiting news from the research team; the Chauvet Cave and its Paleolithic paintings were more or less perfectly preserved.

Hundreds of cave paintings of animals have been recorded, depicting at least 13 different species, including those which have rarely or never been found in other Ice Age paintings.  Rather than the more usual animals of the hunt that predominate in Paleolithic cave art, such as horses, cattle and reindeer, the walls of the Chauvet Cave are covered with predatory animals – lions, panthers, bears, owls, rhinos and hyenas.  As one would expect, there are no human figures, except at the very end of the lowest and farthest gallery in the Chauvet Cave system, where there appears to be a female figurine – the legs and genitals of a woman – attracting attention of the one other human figure – the lower body of a man with the upper body of a bison, now referred to as “The Sorceror”.

Dr. Jean Clottes is keen to emphasize that a decorated cave, whatever its importance, can only be understood in its particular setting and context.  It is located in a landscape whose characteristics influenced the ways of life and the beliefs of Paleolithic people.  Indeed, its art originates in the myths and practices of these people… This cave art was based upon and rooted in a cultural experience – an overall belief system which persisted with little change for over twenty millennia, ending only when the Ice Age finally drew to a close – which is obviously totally alien to the one that the majority of us live in today.

And what of the meaning of the cave paintings?  The problem is when the culture and its stories and traditions responsible for the art have long since disappeared.  On the other hand, in World Rock Art (2002), Jean Clottes explains other hazards of interpretation:

“In instances where these traditions survive, we have no way of knowing, when native informants elucidate an image for us, whether the art really means what they say it means.  Their understanding can be influenced by various factors – by the gender or status, for example; and they may modify their explanation of the art when speaking to outsiders deemed unqualified to share meaning so sacred or secret.  And when dealing with art for which no ethnological data are known, our predicament is worse still.  What appears obvious may not be obvious at all.  Does a painting of a bird depict an eagle, a supernatural spirit, or a shaman whose soul has taken flight?  Is a bear really a near, or a human transformed?

“Some archaeologists think that it is impossible to know what rock art means and that the researcher’s role is to study motifs and techniques, try to date the works, establish as far as possible whether these images were structurally linked, but not attempt to interpret them.  Fromt heir point of view, we are faced with a choice: wither say nothing at all about meaning, or make up stories that might seem interesting but would lack any objective, scientific basis.

“Others feel that it is a pointless exercise to pursue classifications that lead only to dry statistics, or to establish the existence of general structures – relationships among different types of images – that we can perhaps record but not explain.  They are right.  Faced with the twin dangers of pursuing an arid intellectual exercise, on the one hand, and indulging in baseless fabrications, on the other, we must steer a careful course.  In doing so, in spite of the undeniable difficulties we might face, there are ways to approach the study of meaning in a rigorous and scholarly fashion.”

World rock art clearly has a multiplicity of meanings.  The art may be the affirmation of a presence, marking natural borders and traditional territory, such as the rock art of Helankou in China.  The art may be a testimony to a belief or a practice, such as the creation myths and initiation ceremonies.  It may seek to influence the world and the course of life through the paintings, such as the Wandjina paintings of the Kimberleys in Australia.  Rock art may be associated with shamanism, where the painting was a favored way to come into direct contact with the spirits of the supernatural world, such as the San paintings of South Africa.  Jean Clottes’ latest book, Cave Art explores the themes, the possible meanings and the numerous interpretations, establishing that even if none of the hypotheses can be accepted in their entirety, each still played a part in bringing about a better understanding of Paleolithic art.
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