Primitive Art

Cave Painting

Resources:

Microsoft Encarta Article “Paleolithic Art” (reproduced below)

Painters of the Caves by Patricia Lauber (In Art Appreciation Cabinet)

Shorewood Art Programs for Education “Cave Art of France and Spain” (reproduced below --  contains detailed material about the visuals)

Letter to Parents (in folder, inside filing cabinet within the Art Appreciation cabinet)

Large mounted posters:
· Two Reindeer (seriograph, Douglas Mazonowicz)
· Engraved deer (seriograph, Douglas Mazonwicz)

· Yellow horse

· Standing bison

· Group of Deer

The book Painters of the Caves describes the discovery of the Chauvet Cave in 1994. You might choose to read selected passages to the students. The photographs are beautiful and the book goes into detail about “modern”man and how they lived. The chapter on what the art could mean is particularly strong and could be shared with older students, if this topic is ever presented to the higher grades.

PROJECT
Have students paint simple animals using their fingers, sticks, or brushes using earth-tones.  Have them paint on brown paper, cut from a large roll of craft paper for a mural or cut up from the roll or from brown paper garbage bags. Crumple the paper.  Tape the paper to the walls to simulate the wall of a cave.

You could also have them use craypas or charcoal.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

The following material is reproduced from “Paleolithic Art” Microsoft® 96 Encyclopedia ©1993-1995 Microsoft Corporation.  All rights reserved. © Funk & Wagnalls Corporation.  All rights reserved.
Paleolithic Art, art produced 32,000 to 11,000 years ago, during the last Ice Age. It comprises portable pieces, such as figures or decorated object carved in bone, antler, or stone or crudely modeled in clay, and cave art in the form of paintings, drawings, and engravings. Some engravings also occur on rocks in the open air. Paleolithic art occurs all over the world but is most abundant in western Europe; only the art of this area is considered here.

Discovery

Paleolithic art was first discovered when portable decorated objects began to come to light in caves and rock-shelters in southwestern France in the 1860s. The objects were clearly ancient, being associated with Paleolithic tools and the bones of Ice Age animals. Some depicted species (such as mammoth) which were extinct or others (such as reindeer) which had long deserted this region.
These discoveries triggered a craze for digging in caves and shelters in search of ancient art. Some people noticed drawings on the walls, but thought little of them. The first real claim for the existence of Paleolithic cave art was made in 1880 for the Spanish cave of Altamira by a local landowner, de Sautuola. His views were treated with skepticism by the archaeological establishment, until a breakthrough was made at the cave of La Mouthe (Dordogne) where, in 1895, the removal of some fill exposed a gallery whose walls bore engravings. Paleolithic deposits in the blocking fill showed that the pictures must be ancient. In 1901, engravings were found in the cave of Les Combarelles (Dordogne) and paintings in nearby Font de Gaume. In 1902 the existence of cave art was officially recognized by the archaeological establishment. Thereafter, numerous new sites were found once people started looking. Discoveries still continue; in France and Spain, even today, an average of one new site is found every year. In recent years rock art of similar age has been found in other parts of the world such as Australia, America, and South Africa.

Location

Portable Paleolithic art has been found at locations ranging from Iberia and North Africa to Siberia, with notable concentrations occurring in western, central, and eastern Europe. Thousands of specimens are known: while some sites yield few or no items of portable art, others contain hundreds.

Paleolithic decorated caves are found from Portugal and southern Spain to northern France. Their occurrence is equally patchy, though it is most abundant in areas rich in decorated objects: chief among these areas are the Périgord, the French Pyrenees, and Cantabrian Spain. There are concentrations in Italy and Sicily and a handful of caves are also known in southwestern Germany, Yugoslavia, Romania, and Russia. The current total for Eurasia is about 280 sites. Some contain only one or a few figures, while others, like Lascaux or Les Trois Frères in France, have many hundreds.  However, in recent years it has become apparent that Paleolithic people also decorated rocks in the open air. In exceptional circumstances this rock art has survived: so far, engravings that are Paleolithic in style have been found at six sites in Spain, Portugal, and the French Pyrenees. Cave art is therefore not typical of Paleolithic art in general; caves are merely the places where most art has survived.

Dating

In recent years analyses of minute amounts of pigment from drawings and paintings on the walls of caves show that in many cases the pigment contains charcoal. Radiocarbon dates (see Dating Methods) obtained from it suggest that the accumulation of figures on cave walls was episodic and complex, and sometimes spanned a long period.

Apart from sporadic occurrences of nonutilitarian objects in earlier periods, the earliest Eurasian Paleolithic art occurs in the Aurignacian period, 32.000 years ago. It takes the form of animal and human figurines carved from ivory and stone, excavated at sites in southwestern Germany and Austria, and also in the remarkably sophisticated paintings in the newly discovered cave of Chauvet in the Ardèche (France). Tests on charcoal from two figures of a woolly rhinoceros and one of a bison have produced dates of c. 30,000 to 32,000 years ago, making these the earliest dated paintings in the world. Paleolithic art seems to peter out with the end of the Ice Age at the close of the Magdalenian period, c. 11,000 years ago.

Methods and Materials

Portable art comprises a wide variety of forms and materials. The simplest are modified natural objects—teeth, shells, or bones that were incised or perforated to form beads or pendants. Some sites have yielded hundreds of plaquettes (stones with engraved drawings on them). Engravings also occur on flat bones, on the shafts of bones, and on the batons of antlers. A few terracotta models of humans and animals have survived in several areas, especially Moravia, but the vast majority of Paleolithic statuettes are made of ivory or soft stone. Ivory was also used to make beads, bracelets, and armlets.

Cave art encompasses an astonishing variety of techniques. A striking device is the use of the natural contours of the rock and the occurrence of stalagmites to accentuate or represent parts of figures. The simplest way of marking cave walls was to make finger-traces in the soft layer of clay covering the rock. In some caves, finger-lines also delineate recognizable figures. Work in clay, restricted to the Pyrenees, ranges from finger-tracings to engravings in the cave floor, and figures modeled in low relief in artificial clay banks. The famous clay bisons of Le Tuc d’Audoubert are in high relief, while the three-dimensional bear of Montespan comprises about 700 kg (over three-quarters of a ton) of clay.

Clay figures are known only in the dark depths of caves, but sculptures are always in rock-shelters or in the illuminated front parts of caves. Parietal (wall) sculpture, both in low and high relief, is 
limited to central regions of France, where the limestone could be shaped. Almost all parietal sculptures have traces of red pigment, and were originally painted, like much portable art.

The red pigment used on cave walls consists of iron oxide (haematite, or ochre), while the black pigment is manganese or charcoal. These materials were usually available locally. Analyses of pigments, particularly at Niaux cave, in the Pyrenees, have revealed the use of “recipes” combining 
paint with extenders (to increase bulk) like talc or feldspar, and traces of animal and plant oils used as binders.

The simplest way to apply paint to cave walls was with the fingers, but normally some kind of tool was used, though none has survived. Experiments suggest that animal-hair brushes or crushed twigs were the best tools. Lumps of pigment discovered on cave floors may have been used as crayons, but since they do not mark the rock well, they were more likely to be sources of powder. For hand-stencils (made by placing the hand flat on the cave wall) and some dots and figures, paint was clearly sprayed, from the mouth or through a tube. Figures were also painted on the ceilings of caves. Some, as at Altamira, in Spain, were within easy reach, but elsewhere a ladder or scaffolding was required. At Lascaux, sockets in a gallery-wall show how the scaffolding was constructed.

Light was sometimes provided by hearths, but deep within caves portable light would usually have been necessary. Since only a few dozen stone lamps have been found, it is likely that burning torches were generally used. Evidence of such lamps has been traced in fragments of charcoal on cave walls.

Unlike portable pieces, which are restricted to small figures and objects, parietal art was not restricted in its size, and figures on the walls and ceilings of caves range from the tiny to the enormous. Some figures reach a length of over 2 m (6½ ft) in some cases, with the great Lascaux bulls exceeding 5 m (16 ft). Small figures are commonly found with large; there are no ground lines, and no landscapes.

Subjects

Paleolithic art is normally classified as representing animals or humans or as being nonfigurative (taking the form of signs and symbols). Nearly all animals are depicted in profile, most of them adults of a recognizable species; many, however, are incomplete or ambiguous, and a few are imaginary, like the Lascaux “unicorn”.  Scenes, in which figures are shown interacting, are very hard to identify in Paleolithic art since it is often impossible to prove a deliberate association between figures as opposed to their simple juxtaposition. Only a very few definite scenes have been identified.

The animals depicted in Paleolithic are overwhelmingly the horse and the bison, although other species (such as mammoth or deer) dominate at particular sites. Carnivores are rare; fish and birds are far more plentiful in portable art than in cave art. Insects and recognizable plants are limited to a few examples in portable art. Paleolithic art is therefore not an accumulation of observations of nature. It has meaning and structure, with different species predominating in different periods and regions. While hand stencils are relatively common, representations of humans are scarce in cave art but are more frequently depicted in portable art. The best known specimens are the “Venus” figures, small statuettes depicting females of a wide span of ages and types.

Nonfigurative marks are far more abundant than figurative depictions. They include a wide range of motifs, from a single dot or line to complex constructions, and to extensive panels of linear marks. Signs can be totally isolated in a cave, clustered on their own panels, or closely associated with figurative images. The simpler nonfigurative motifs are abundant and widespread. The more complex are extraordinarily variable and are restricted in space and time; they could be ethnic markers, delineating Paleolithic groups.
The Meaning of Cave Art

Paleolithic cave art was first thought to be purely decorative, with no complex meaning. This view arose from portable art. But knowledge of cave art expanded as further discoveries were made, and it became clear that there is a complex, albeit undeciphered, meaning behind the subject matter of cave art and its location. A restricted range of species is depicted; paintings, drawings, and engravings are frequently found in inaccessible places within caves; there are associations of figures; there are enigmatic signs, purposely incomplete or ambiguous figures, and caves that were decorated but apparently not inhabited.

Early this century, the functional theory of sympathetic magic was applied to Paleolithic art. According to this theory, the animals were drawn in order to affect real animals in some way. Ritual and magic were seen in every aspect of Paleolithic art—in the breakage of decorated objects and in representation of animals ritually killed with images of missiles or even physically attacked. In fact, very few Paleolithic animal figures have missiles on them; missiles also occur on some human figures and many caves have no images of this type at all. There are no clear hunting scenes, animal bones found in many decorated caves bear little relation to the species depicted on the walls, and it is clear that the motivation behind cave art was distinct from the practicalities of a life that produced the faunal remains.

Another popular theory was that of fertility magic, according to which the depiction of the animals was linked to the hope that they would reproduce to provide food in the future. Yet in few instances is the gender of the animals shown, and genitalia are almost always shown discreetly. As for copulation, in the whole of Paleolithic iconography there are only one or two (very dubious) examples.

Most Paleolithic art is clearly not about hunting or reproduction. In the 1950s two French scholars, Annette Laming-Emperaire and André Leroi-Gourhan, concluded that caves had been decorated systematically rather than in a random fashion. They treated cave art as a carefully laid-out composition within each cave and saw the animals not as portraits but as symbols. They discovered repeated associations: the numerically dominant horses and bovids, concentrated in central panels, were thought to represent a basic duality that was assumed to be sexual. They also divided the signs into male (phallic) and female (vulvar) categories.

Some researchers are currently seeking to establish firm and detailed criteria for identifying the work of individual artists. The gender of Paleolithic artists is unknown, and it cannot be assumed that the art was created exclusively by and for men. Others are finding a correspondence between the richest panels and good acoustics, suggesting that sound played an important part in whatever ceremonies accompanied the production of cave art.

No single explanation can suffice for the whole of Paleolithic art: it comprises at least two-thirds of known art history, covering 25 millennia and a vast area of the world.

Contributed by:

Paul Gerard Bahn

“Paleolithic Art” Microsoft(R) Encarta(R) 96 Encyclopedia. (C) 1993-1 995 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. (c) Funk & Wagnalls Corporation. All rights reserved.
Shorewood Art Programs for Education
CAVE ART OF FRANCE AND SPAIN

Copyright 1984, Shorewood Fine Art Reproductions, Inc.

INTRODUCTION
Prehistoric cave and rock art is being discovered in many parts of the world, but it is deep within the caverns of southern France and northern Spain that the oldest and most superb paintings and engravings exist.
Until comparatively recently, it was generally assumed that our ancestors who lived many thousands of years ago were illiterate, animal-like beings that resided in caves, made most things from stone, and snarl​ed and fought with their neighbors.
With the recent close study of Ice Age art, these concepts of prehistoric people are proved to be totally wrong, for the masterful paintings reflect in​telligence, imagination, inventiveness, and an extremely high level of ar​tistic ability.
The very first discovery of prehistoric art was made during the year of 1879 at a cave named Altamira in northern Spain. An archaeologist named Don Marcelino Sautuola decided to excavate around the cave entrance in the hope of finding something of historical interest, and on one occasion he took along his twelve-year-old daughter, Maria.
Bored with watching her father dig, she wandered off to explore the cave. Her sudden cry of “Look, Papa! Look at the painted bulls!’ was the first in​dication of the existence of prehistoric art.
Today, cave art is an accepted fact, but it was not so a 100 years ago. The many powerful bison, painted with such mastery over natural rock bulges on the low ceiling, were immediately attributed to a modern master. Sautuola was accused of perpetrating a forgery and it was not until fifteen years later, when further discoveries were made in the caves of France, that the paintings were found to be authentic. In the meantime Sautuola had died, a sad, disappointed and embittered man.
During the years that followed, every known cave in France and Spain was re-examined for traces of prehistoric art, and many fine works were brought to light in caverns hitherto considered barren. Fresh discoveries were made, and an entirely new conception of the nature and artistic abilities of our early ancestors was initiated. It was then that the great painted ceiling at Altamira was fully recognized and appropriately called (by a former disbeliever) the “Sistine Chapel of Quaternary Art.”

There are various methods that may be used to approximate dates of the cave paintings and engravings. For instance, in 1901 paintings were discovered in the cave of Font-de-Gaume. France (the location of the Two Reindeer), that were covered with a clear stalactitic formation which in places was an inch thick. This proved the authenticity and the age of the painting. Engravings have been uncovered on cave walls during excava​tion, far below the present ground levels. Scientific tests such as Carbon 14 of bone and carbon found on these strata provide data on the age of the engravings were made. Extinct animals such as bison, mammoth, and aurochs appearing on the cave walls of Southwestern Europe provide addi​tional information on the cave’s antiquity.

The permanency of the paintings is partly due to the nature of the pigments used. While searching in the earth for suitable stones and flints to make weapons and tools, early man discovered large quantities of yellow, red, and black clay soils. Clay ocher, iron oxide, and carbon or manganese were the minerals that he dug from the earth and then ground to powder between slabs of stone. Mixing the powder with varying quan​tities of animal fat or vegetable oil he made his paint and crayon sticks. His simple palette was limited to these three basic colors and intermixed to provide additional shades of brown and red. Amounts of these easy-to-come-by colors have been found in the painted chambers of many caves, together with stone hand lamps and grinding stones. The colors are ex​tremely durable, especially the red iron oxide which is a pigment promi​nent in all prehistoric and primitive art.

In preparation for painting, walls were carefully cleaned. Then the pig​ment was applied with fingertips and fine animal hair brushes, or blown through small hollow bones to produce a delicate sprayed effect. The prehistoric artist was most selective in his choice of natural backgrounds. If a curve in the rock suggested the bulky shoulders of a bison, or the flak​ing calcite resembled the antlers of a deer, so much the better. Artists took advantage of these “natural accidents”  with an uncanny inventiveness which clearly demonstrates the artist’s strong desire to work as one with nature in portraying an animal.
While he could not have had posterity in mind when he utilized mineral powders for his palette, the fact is that the primitive painter’s oxides are the most permanent colors known to man—a lucky accident that proved fortunate for us.

Early man required great courage and a strong motivation to penetrate deep caverns for the purpose of painting and engraving portraits of animals upon which his survival depended. These dark corridors were the tem​porary homes of lions and cave bears. And in the cold, damp, inhospitable atmosphere lurked still other dangers: pitfalls below and falling ceilings above.

Many eminent authorities have stated their opinions regarding the reason for these creative efforts. Basically, they all agree on the magic or religious motive. It is believed that the risk involved would rule out such other purposes as decoration, pure aesthetic pleasure, or education.

In many caves, the art is found only in one specific area or chamber. With the walls filled, animal paintings would be superimposed on previous works, suggesting that only this particular area should be used for the ceremony, a rite that may have been accompanied by music and dance.

Within most of us, there is a basic urge to look into the past, so it is not surprising that the masterpieces of cave art are attracting great attention. But the crowds of thousands that visit the caves have caused severe pro​blems, and the walls have become contaminated by a strange green algae which threatens the paintings. It is for this reason that many of the great caves such as Lascaux in France, and Altamira in Spain have been closed. These remarkable paintings, so recently discovered, are invaluable, not on​ly for their aesthetic qualities and importance in art history, but for the in​formation they provide about people living many thousands of years ago.

STANDING BISON, Altamira, Spain.

The bison, horses, wild boar and deer that were discovered at Altamira in 1879 are not found on the cave’s walls, but on the ceiling. Most of the massive animals have been cleverly painted upon and over the large natural bulges of rock that protrude from the ceiling. This provides the bison with a realistic three-dimensional appearance, and when viewed with a flickering lamp flame, the shadows cast by the outcrop of rock animate the painting, and the animals appear to move. This bison covers a natural bulge, and like the others, has been executed in an interesting and com​plex technique. The figure is engraved as well as painted, and some parts even scraped to obtain effects of light and shade. The horns of this animal are not painted but deeply engraved. Again we see the use of the three basic pigments. Recent scientific study shows that the breath of visitors causes the pigments to fade and in some cases disappear. To save the paintings from further deterioration, this famous cave is now closed to the public. The actual size of this panel is 48 x 56 inches.

YELLOW HORSE, Lascaux, France.

Lascaux is one of the most important caves so far discovered. Four young boys found the entrance in the year 1940 while walking their dog in the forest near the village on Montignac. Since the opening of the cave in 1948, thousands of visitors have passed through and the warmer air and lighted interior has allowed a green algae to grow over the walls, upsetting the cool dark atmosphere that permitted cave art to survive many thousands of years. In 1961 the cave was closed to the public, however, a replica of the interior has been made and can be seen nearby. This animal, known as the “Chinese Horse” because of its similarity to the related horses in Chinese paintings, clearly shows the three colors used by the cave artists. Yellow body, black outline and red for the strange symbols that surround the body. An air-spray technique has been used to portray the stubby upright mane. This was done by blowing the powdered pigment on to the cave wall through small hollow bones. Horses, bulls, deer and other animals were hunted for several reasons, their meat provided food, their skins were made into clothing, blankets and footwear, and the bones were used for weapons and tools. The actual size of this panel is 45 x 58 inches.

GROUP OF DEER, Covalanas, Spain.

The cave of Covalanas in northern Spain is unique in that all the pain​tings appear to have been carried out by one person. The only color used is red, and all are exceptionally well preserved. There are seventeen deer, a horse, a bull and some of the usual mysterious symbols. All of the animals are portrayed in outline, but the most interesting and unusual aspect of the paintings is that no brush or air-spray has been used in their execution. First the artist would dip his fingers into the pigment, then daub the color on to the cave wall in a series of dots. These dots were, in some cases, smudged together to form a continuous line, as with the deer on the right. Without doubt, this is the earliest form of “pointillism” so far discovered. In cave art, it is rare to find a group of animals inter-reacting as these are. A noise somewhere to the right has alerted them. They look up from their grazing toward the source of the sound and the deer on the right actually turns its head around in an inquisitive way, a charming scene full of move​ment captured in the mind’s eye of an artist some 17,000 years ago. The ac​tual size of this panel is 22 x 40 inches.

ENGRAVED DEER, Les Combarelles, France.

The cave of Les Combarelles is situated close to the village of Les Eyzies, a region dotted with painted caves. For many years the cavern was a great disappointment, no paintings were found, and it was thought to be barren of any art works. The walls were covered in deep scratches, many of which were vertical, made in prehistoric times by cave bears and mountain lions which used the surface to sharpen their claws. Then a great discovery was made. By holding a lamp close to the wall, other lines appeared: deep, incised grooves that were flowing and horizontal. These were made by an artist using a sharp piece of hard flint stone against the softer limestone of the cave wall. Thousands of these lines were carefully examined, and over 200 animal engravings emerged from the mass of crisscrossed meandering scratches. This engraving is probably the finest so far discovered. It represents a reindeer leaning forward to drink from a stream, its tongue is clearly seen protruding to lap at the water that once emerged from the cave’s wall. The actual size of this panel is 20 x 26 inches.

TWO REINDEER, Font-de-Gaume, France.

This modest title has been given to one of the finest Upper Paleolithic cave paintings so far discovered. It is situated on the wall of a long narrow corridor in the famous cave of Font-de-Gaurne in southern France. Painted some 18,000 years ago, it depicts a male caribou reindeer watching over a female which is about to give birth. A female caribou retains her antlers during pregnancy and until after the offspring is born: thus nature provides her with armament to protect the unborn deer. This touching scene, almost nine feet long, has been painted on the wall of a narrow passage approx​imately one yard wide. While working, the artist was unable to view his (or her) progress at a distance, and yet the completed composition is so perfect. The graceful lines of the antlers, the sensitive positioning and details of the two heads, and the overall balance of the animals, all com​bine to make this painting a fine example of prehistoric art at its highest level. This is not the work of an uneducated, illiterate creature. It proclaims the innermost thoughts of an intelligent and imaginative human being, a person with a great capacity for love and kindness, and one possessing the artistic ability to produce a masterpiece. The curved lines that appear on the flanks of the female deer represent two partially engraved mammoth with backs and trunks clearly visible. The actual size of this panel is 60 x 108 inches.

HEAD OF A BULL, Lascaux, France.

This is the head of an enormous bull, the complete body of which measures 18 feet long. Six of these massive animals are painted on the walls of a large hail in Lascaux cave which is appropriately called “The Hall of the Bulls”. The pigment used is carbon or possibly manganese, and the white background is the calcite that covers the cave’s interior. The large yellow patch on the bull’s neck shows where the calcite has flaked away from the wall, exposing the natural ocher color of the rock beneath. When the cave was first discovered, this painted piece of calcite was found lying in fragments on the cave floor. The horns of the bull have been drawn in the so-called “twisted perspective” method so common in prehistoric art; the head is shown in sharp profile, yet the horns are turned toward us. Other black lines that surround this magnificent head are symbols, the meaning of which is not yet understood. The actual size of this panel is 58 x 48 in​ches.

USING THE REPRODUCTIONS IN DISCUSSION

Discuss the most prominent pigments used by the cave artists, their origin, colors and manufacture.

With each of the reproductions, study the various methods used to apply the colors: brushstrokes, crayon sticks, air-spray, fingertips, and engraving.
BIOGRAPHY OF ARTIST
    The artist Douglas Mazonowicz was born in Wiltshire, England, graduated from the Swindon College of Art and taught Graphics at Far​nham College of Art. A master serigrapher, he became highly interested in Cave Art in 1959, realizing that because of cramped spaces and undulating rock surfaces, photographic reproduction of these beautiful, ancient im​ages was unsatisfactory, if not impossible. To complete his researches, Mazonowicz lived for eight years in the cave regions of Spain and France.
     His dedication to the preservation of ancient art images has brought Mazonowicz acclaim from the world’s authorities and historic institutions in the form of research associations, fellowships and even Smithsonian sponsorship. The importance of his work has increased immensely with the closing of many caves and continued atmospheric deterioration.
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