Faux Lascaux: 

 Which Cave is the Original and Which is the Fake?
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In September of 1940, seventeen-year-old Marcel Ravidat was hanging out in the countryside near the town of Lascaux in southern France.  He had heard that the old manor house had a secret passageway leading from it, and he thought he might know where it came out.  Marcel's dog had disappeared barking a few days earlier and then had reappeared from under some brambles. Marcel and some friends went to that spot and cut away the brambles with their knives.  They found a good-sized hole.  They peered in but couldn't see a thing.  It was pitch black inside. They dropped some rocks down the hole; it seemed to take forever before they heard them hit bottom.   It might not be a secret passageway, but it certainly seemed like something worth exploring.  Marcel came back a few days later with an oil lamp he had fashioned himself, and a length of rope, and another friend named Jacques Marsal.  Marcel Ravidat was the first boy down the hole, and he found it rough going.  He slipped and tumbled down a long way, his lamp going out, but not lost.  When he got to the bottom, he re-lit the lamp, and in its flickering light was amazed at what he saw.  The walls of the cave were covered with drawings of animals.  There were horses, deer, a giant black cow, and a human figure with the head of a bird knocked down by a great bison.  The figures all seemed to be in motion.







      Close-up of a stag's head

The boys kept their "treasure" to themselves for several days until they told their school master.  It wasn't long before it seemed that the whole world knew about the "Grotte de Lascaux," the cave at Lascaux.  And the boys found out soon that they were the first people to see the inside of that cave in 17,000 years!

First Visits to the Cave

At first little thought was given to preservation.  Marcel and Jacques were anxious to show off their treasure, and they acted as guides for anyone who wanted to see the cave art.  But it was not easy to get into the cave, and some of the ceilings were so low that a visitor had to slide along on his belly.   So passageways were dug out and walkways put in to make it easier for tourists to visit. All these visits turned out to be a mistake.   In the years that followed, the cave deteriorated. First micro-organisms brought in on the shoes of the visitors caused green algae to grow on the walls obscuring the paintings.  Also, an increase in the levels of carbon dioxide, humidity and temperature brought on by the opening of the cave to the outside world caused crystals of calcite to develop, further endangering the paintings.  The French government decided there was no alternative but to close the cave to the public in 1963.  They needed to restore the atmosphere and protect the paintings so that this unique and valuable window on pre-historic life could be preserved. 

Returning the Cave to its Primitive State 


Much research was done on the cave.  All the paintings were filmed, catalogued and studied.  It was determined that the paintings were around 17,000 years old, dating from the time known as the Magdalenian  Period.  No one knows exactly why the cave was decorated.  What we do know about these people comes from studying the artifacts found in the cave.   It is unfortunate that the first modern visitors were so naïve about preservation.  A lot of evidence was probably destroyed by those first tourists. 


Once the cave's atmosphere was returned to the state it was in when it was discovered, the cave began to heal itself.  And the French government thought of ways to allow people to see the cave without ruining it.  They came up with a brilliant idea.  They would build an exact replica of portions of the cave and allow people to visit the underground copy.  Known as Lascaux II, the replica would cost 500 million francs and take 11 years and about 20 artists and sculptors to complete. But it would offer millions of people the chance to experience the wonder of these pre-historic cave drawings.

Making the Replica, Lascaux II 


The first step in making the facsimile was to map the exact shape of the cave and the contours of its walls.  The "Institut National Géographique" used a method called stereophotogrammetry (ster' ee oh fo' to gram' uh tree) to take the measurements of the whole cave.  These measurements were precise to the millimeter.  Once the measurements were made, a metal framework was constructed and covered by three layers of wire mesh, much like chicken wire.  A special cement and mortar was spread over the framework. A machine was invented which allowed the sculptors to locate 2,500 points in space and thus reproduce the wall with great accuracy.  On these walls, the painter, Monique Peytral, copied the figures from the original cave.  She would paint the parts of the cave known as the Hall of the Bulls and the Axial Gallery which represent about a third of the size of the cave and most of the paintings.   Peytral used pigments found in the surrounding hills for paint.  It took a lot of experimenting to determine what powders the original painters used, what they mixed with the powder to make paint (it turned out to be water from the cave), and what they used for brushes.  And it was a tedious and challenging job; the painter couldn't make any mistakes, because it would be impossible to erase off the irregular surface of the cave copy.


In creating the new cave, scientists learned a lot about the original.  First, the original painters must have used scaffolds.    Many images were just too high for anyone to paint without standing on something.  Oil lamps were probably used for illumination.  They burn cleanly and don't leave smudges like candles or torches.  Brushes were made of animal hair, chewed up vegetable stems, fox or sable fur, human hair, or feathers.  Outlines of animals were filled in using a sponging technique probably created by using a pouch made of animal skin with little holes in it.  Paint inside the pouch could be dabbed on the wall by squeezing the pouch.  The artists in recreating the cave noticed that these supposedly "primitive" people were quite clever at incorporating the shape of the wall into their paintings; for example, a bulge in the wall might be used to round out the belly of a horse.  They also knew how to show perspective, something that many people thought was invented in the Renaissance in the 1600's. The more we learn about these people, the more "civilized" and "advanced" they seem.


The "Grotte de Lascaux" was an amazing find that September day in 1940.  Jacques Marsal spent the rest of his life as a guide and guardian of his discovery.  Lascaux became his life's work. The sense of wonder he felt at his first sight of the cave drawings never left him.  Today time seems to stand still when you discover the cave of Lascaux II for the first time.  As you slowly descend and feel the air become chill, the light fades away to the brightness of primitive oil lamps.  The cave smells of moist earth. You round a corner and there, like a ghost of the past, you glimpse a bull's head outlined in black.  You can almost feel the rhythm of the hoofs of the herd as it thunders by.  You continue and see more and more animals which your guide points out one by one.  They come to life as your imagination seeks to find the rituals that accompanied these paintings.  What a wonderful way to experience our long ago ancestors, and yet preserve [image: image2.jpg]


the past without ruining it. 

Horse photographed by Norbert Aujoulat at Lascaux[image: image3.jpg]For Beginners (o Het W1t 120g
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Auroch and horses in motion
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Auroch, deer, other animals superimposed

 Sidebar  
The Prehistoric Zoo at Le Thot

Lascaux II is not far from the original cave and has been open to the public since 1983.  Located in an old quarry, it reproduces 90% of the original art.  Nearby is the park of Le Thot.  Here a "prehistoric zoo" houses live versions of the animals seen on the walls of the cave:  ibex (a kind of mountain goat with huge, straight horns), bison, deer and a genetically recreated auroch.  The auroch was a kind of bull pictured quite often on the walls of the cave. Over the years fewer and fewer existed until one day they died out completely.  Scientists recreated the auroch by taking modern day animals that resemble it and cross breeding them until they came up with something that looks very like the animal pictured in the cave.

Sidebar

Second Replica:  "Faux Lascaux"
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The few pictures from the original cave which were not represented in Lascaux II were reproduced in the 1990's.  A copy of the "Frieze of the Stags' Heads" was made for the World's Fair in Japan in 1990.  This time scientists reconstructed a portion of the cave wall using computer graphic images.  On the wall's surface Anne Marie Lacaze, a talented French artist specializing in animals, copied five stags that look like they are crossing a river.  The wall has a natural coloration which the "primitive" artists took advantage of to look like a river.  We can see only the upper portion of the stags as they cross the river.  Lacaze, when asked what it felt like to visit the original cave and to copy the prehistoric pictures said, "I was no longer a painter creating her own work, but more like the eye and the hand of a faraway ancestor."  She felt great humility as she strove to recreate these pictures of unspeakable beauty.  If you are in New York City, you can view the stags’ heads at the Museum of Natural History which now houses the frieze in a permanent exhibit in the Hall of Biology and Human Evolution. 
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The "Freize of the Stags Heads" at the Museum of Natural History in New York City
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Sidebar activity
Making your Own Faux Lascaux
You, like Anne Marie Lacaze, can make a traveling replica of cave art.  Here's how:

1.  Purchase some air-drying clay such as "Making's Clay" ($ 3.99 at Michaels Arts and Crafts Stores).
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2.  Put the clay on top of a piece of plastic wrap on a table. Using a rolling pin, roll out the clay until it is about the size of a dinner plate.
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3.  Find an interesting surface that reminds you of a cave.  It could be a piece of pavement, the trunk of a tree or any other uneven surface.

4.  Put your piece of clay, plastic wrap side down, on the surface.  Use your fingers or a rolling pin to push the plastic wrap and the clay into the crevices of your surface.

5.  Allow your clay to dry for 24 hours or however long it takes to become hard.

6.  Look carefully at the surface you have created and think how you could incorporate those surfaces into your painting as did the cave artists of long ago.  Using a charcoal crayon or tempura paint and a fine paint brush, paint an animal on the clay.  If using paint, allow your painting to dry, and voilà, your own Faux Lascaux! 
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Anne-Marie Lacaze creating "Faux Lascaux" (Stags Heads)











