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Humanimal

ONE MORNING AROUND 15,000 years ago, a young woman wakes up at a rock shelter above the Beune valley in the Dordogne and looks out across the river at the animals on the far side. Anatomically, cognitively, in every apparent way, she resembles a modern human. But in her everyday life and in her relationship to the world, she is substantially different. She knows things we can only guess at. Out in the valley a group of horses step to the river, too skittish to drink. She watches the movement of their tails, the wind in the grass around them. Behind them a trail of churned-up vegetation indicates the passing of a party of mammoths: they rarely come this way and she wonders, why now? She tries to read the plain. What is happening? What will happen? At the water’s edge, two bison stand moored to the earth like ancient boulders. She follows their gaze towards the far cliff, to where the night lingers among a strip of pines. She imagines what might lurk there. Red deer, perhaps. Brown bears, waiting on the deer. Cave lions, waiting on the horses, or on the humans.

The woman looks around her camp, at her extended family wrapped in their reindeer hides, the smoking fire, the collection of berries and mushrooms they will eat this morning, the spears and harpoons leaning against the rock, the accumulation of antlers and bones. She fingers the reindeer tooth hanging at her neck. Today she will teach her daughter how to strip the meat from the carcass of a rabbit and extract the marrow from its bones. Tomorrow she will join some of her brothers and cousins on a hunt. In a few days their neighbours from a valley twenty miles to the east will visit them and she will trade with them in tools, ornaments and gossip. One day ten years from now she will die in this place. She will be buried at the base of the shelter wall, curled up like a child as if waiting to be born again. Meanwhile, in the time left to her, she will create something extraordinary in the story of her culture, something beautiful and meaningful that will speak even to her far descendants 15,000 years in the future, though its meaning may elude them.

The world this woman inhabits is unlike our own in one way above all: it is dominated by wild animals. She is living in the late Ice Age (known by archaeologists as the Upper Palaeolithic), during a cultural period called the Magdalenian,1 and her people share the plains and sparse woodlands of Europe with an abundance of four-legged others. They compete for food with cave lions, wolves and leopards, for sleeping space with bears and spotted hyenas. They are accustomed to the taste of reindeer and horse and spend a good deal of their time hunting them. They encounter regularly the woolly rhinoceros with its giant head slung low to the grass; the aurochs, outsized predecessor to domestic cattle; the giant Megaloceros deer; the cliff-dwelling ibex; the boar, the wolverine, the wildcat and several types of antelope. Occasionally and at great risk to themselves they pursue the mammoth, which they covet for its huge bones and its immense curved tusks.2 Many of the animals they live among are formidably large and dangerous, much larger than their modern counterparts. The antlers of the Megaloceros span up to four metres. A bison weighs close to a tonne and is deceptively agile on the charge. A cave lion would run them down with ease on the plain.3

In this primitive arena, humans are vastly outnumbered by the creatures that surround them. There are just 6,000 Homo sapiens living in Europe, and fewer than 2 million across the world (about the population of modern-day Vienna).4 Compare that with today’s people-saturated planet, where the combined biomass of all wild land mammals is less than one-tenth that of humans (22 million tonnes compared with 390 million).5 For humans of the Ice Age, wild animals are part of everything they know. They fill their days, appropriate their thoughts and populate their dreams. Paul Bahn, an archaeologist who has researched and written extensively about prehistoric life, explained to me, ‘During the Ice Age, people didn’t draw a boundary between themselves and animals, or they considered themselves to be animals, or they considered the animals to be human.’ This total immersion in the biosphere – or, as the prehistorian Steven Mithen describes it, the ‘collapse of the cognitive barrier between the social and natural worlds’6 – had a powerful influence on the outlook and behaviour of our prehistoric ancestors. It even shaped the wiring of their brains, driving the development of a neural pathway that made them acutely sensitive to animal forms (an innovation we’ll explore in Chapter 2). The consequences of this are still with us. Like our ancestors, we are highly attuned to the presence of animals. Modern life may feel wholly domesticated, but the echo of the Ice Age is impossible to ignore.

_____

Our knowledge of that ancient world is more extensive than you might expect. The people who lived in it left a record: not a written one – the last Ice Age ended about 8,000 years before the invention of writing – but a decorative one. In the Pyrenean region of southern France and northern Spain, the walls and ceilings of hundreds of caves are adorned with paintings, engravings and sculptures that date to between 10,000 and 40,000 years ago. Sealed off and protected from wind, rain and extreme cold, many of them have survived remarkably well, largely unchanged since the day they were made. In the near-absence of other physical remains, this carved and painted testimony is the best record we have of that early culture.

The artworks are noteworthy in many ways, but one thing about them immediately stands out: they consist almost entirely of animals. The animals live on the walls of the caves or are cut into them or brought to life as moulded figures in the rock. The artists who made them were highly skilled: they understood perspective and shading, were precise about shape and form. They were innovative, devising pigments from minerals – red from haematite and ochre, black from manganese and charcoal – which they mixed with animal and plant oils to ensure they adhered to the rock.7 They painted with their fingers, or by spitting the paint from their mouths, or with some kind of brush or tool (though no examples have survived). Their creations are sophisticated, vivid and often affecting. Picasso, emerging from a private tour of Lascaux cave in the Dordogne a few years after the Second World War, reportedly exclaimed, ‘We have learned nothing in twelve thousand years!’ (Later analysis would reveal that the paintings at Lascaux are at least 6,000 years older than that.) We have no way of knowing who the artists were, why they made the art and what it means. But we can be fairly sure, given the care with which they immortalized their subjects and the grace with which they presented them, that they thought deeply about the animals with whom they shared their lives, and that the animals were important to them.

Artwork from the Palaeolithic has been found in around 350 caves throughout the Pyrenees. Only a couple of dozen remain open to the public, by guided tour. In summer 2023, I travelled to the Dordogne to explore some of them and spend a little time in the company of the world’s first artists. To broaden the perspective of the touring party and raise its level of expertise, I brought along my girlfriend (now wife) Emerald, an artist and textile designer who creates handmade block-printed wallpaper – a modern-day cave painter. She brought her sketch-pad, and we tried to leave at home everything we thought we knew about the art, which, for my part, was very little.

The caves of the Dordogne are secured by nondescript metal doors that guard extraordinary riches. Our first assignment was Rouffignac, in the Labinche valley, whose door opens onto a network of caverns and tunnels that extends for five miles through the limestone cliff. To ensure that visitors don’t get lost and to protect the cave from their inquisitive hands, the tour is conducted by electric train. We climbed aboard and rattled off into the darkness. Before long our guide, Frédéric, switched on his torch and pointed out long, vertical claw marks in the walls and shallow hollows in the floor left by cave bears that denned here thousands of years before the first humans arrived. Cave bears, which were significantly larger than present-day brown bears, are thought to have gone extinct around 24,000 years ago, though curiously Rouffignac contains an image of one that was created 10,000 years later. (There are several possible explanations: either humans visited the cave much earlier than is generally assumed; or the image is of a brown bear and not a cave bear; or a few cave bears survived into the Magdalenian; or, most intriguing but perhaps least likely, the Magdalenian artists of Rouffignac learned about cave bears from much earlier paintings in other caves.8)

The little train laboured on, climbing into the cold interior before stopping in a large, dimly lit gallery. We disembarked, and at Frédéric’s request, looked up. Above us was a vast ceiling, and on the ceiling we could see the painted outlines of dozens of animals – mammoth, horse, bison, woolly rhinoceros, ibex. Some of them were more than a metre across. Many were intertwined or overlapping. It resembled a chaotic assembly. We looked closely at the individual animals, each of them conjured out of the rock by a single black line. Precise and distinct, they might have been painted in our lifetime, though something like 300 lifetimes had passed since their creation. For most of those lifetimes they remained here unacknowledged, completely absent from the collective memory of the species that made them.9

The painted ceiling is about two metres above the floor; 14,000 years ago the gap was half that, which means the artists would have done their work lying on their backs. This suggests that it was not their intention for the paintings to be seen, at least not by a large audience. Of the 255 painted or engraved figures in Rouffignac, 158 are woolly mammoths; they represent a third of all the mammoth images found in Palaeolithic rock art. Their simple rendering captures a deceptively high level of detail: the elaborately curved tusks, the expressive eye, the small ears (compared with modern elephants), the hanging body hair, the forward-leaning stance. We were mesmerized for a time by a pair of mammoths that had been drawn facing each other, locked in a resolute gaze, and by an engraving of an elderly individual with long hair and enormous tusks that Frédéric called ‘the patriarch’ (fig. 1.1). Emerald wondered whether the animals in the cave had been created from memory or were the product of a spectacular imagination, and whether, given the uniformity of style, they were the work of a single artist or a small collective (this is one of the theories entertained by archaeologists). She was certain that whoever made them was technically proficient and had a close understanding of their materials and how they interacted with the surfaces. There seemed no doubt that the artists revered their subjects, painted them with respect, and were perhaps in awe of them.

Frédéric told us that he regards the cave artists as great masters, on a par with modern-day geniuses such as Toulouse-Lautrec, Chagall, Dali and Picasso. He calls the room with the painted ceiling ‘the Sistine Chapel’, which was also allegedly completed by an artist lying on his back (there are several painted caves in the Pyrenees that share this moniker). He has been conducting tours in Rouffignac since 1988 – he estimates he has guided more than 50,000 visitors. Yet he seemed as excited as we were to be there, and as enthralled by the scale and proficiency of the art. He believes he knows the cave as well as the artists did, and understands why they made their images in the places they did and not in other places. He has the sense that they were happy with what they were creating, except perhaps in one case – a deep downward scrape in the long tusk of a mammoth that suggests the artist was angry. ‘They were here a long time ago, but they were not so different to us, trying to find meaning in art, in life.’

The colours and distinctive outlines of the paintings in Rouffignac make them easy to read and connect with. Palaeolithic art is not always this obliging. Later in the week we visited Les Combarelles, a cave in the Vézère valley that contains more than 600 Magdalenian engravings of horse, bison, aurochs, mammoth, lion, bear, reindeer, rhinoceros, ibex, deer, wolf and fox. They have been cut into the rock with a flint and mostly lack colour of any kind. Here it can take the uninitiated weeks to decipher the forms in the lines or to make out the shapes of the animals. We found ourselves seeing animals where there were none, or failing to spot entirely the magnificent head of a bison or horse. When our guide joined the dots for us, the animals materialized abruptly out of the wall, like the resolution of an optical illusion. If you work at them, the engravings will pull you into the art, since they force you to think carefully about what the artist was trying to do: to find the animals in the rock, or to free them from it.

Visitors to Les Combarelles, Rouffignac, Lascaux and the other caves are often profoundly moved by what they find. Confronted with the artworks in the place where they were made, it is customary to try to reach out, across an ocean of time, to the people who brought them into being, who, safe to assume in the habit of all artists, were expressing something that mattered to them, and that might matter to us. Looking at their art is like hearing them speak, without full understanding. Many people find they are given pause by the unexpected intimacy of this experience, or by the cathedral grandeur of the galleries, or by the beauty and elegance of the images. In Font de Gaume, the only publicly accessible cave containing artworks in several colours, our guide Brigitte showed us a painting of two reindeer that she said makes many people cry. It shows a female with red antlers kneeling before a male who has reached down with his vast black antlers to lick the top of her head. Brigitte said she tries not to have a theory about the meaning of the art in the cave, which has been dated to around 17,000 years old, but it is impossible not to see this painting as a story. ‘For me it is a love story,’ she says. And so, it seems, for many of her clients.

[image: Two reindeer: one with long, curved antlers stands with its head lowered towards the forehead of another reindeer, which has slightly shorter antlers and is kneeling on its front legs.]
Figure 1.2: Reproduction of the painting of the two reindeer in Font de Gaume.

Paul Bahn, who conducts archaeological tours to the French and Spanish caves each year, says tears are commonplace, particularly among those who are artistically disposed and who might be more inclined to feel a comradeship with the artists. ‘I’ve had people sobbing on my shoulder, saying these are my people, I feel this. Many of the cave guides will tell you the same. I’m not a very sentimental person but I have certainly felt very powerful emotions seeing some of the really beautiful cave art, especially after you’ve suffered terribly to get to it, falling and slithering and clambering over rocks.’ His colleague Paul Pettitt, who specializes in Palaeolithic archaeology at the University of Durham, recalls his own acute reaction to Altamira, a cave in northern Spain that contains magnificent paintings of bison, horse and deer on a huge ceiling: ‘I would say, as a dedicated atheist, that it was the closest thing to a religious experience I have had. It was the combination of the skills of the artists, the profound antiquity of the art, and the power of all those wild animals that the artists saw. It was just out of this world. It sticks with me.’

_____

Everyone who comes to the caves to look at the artworks leaves with the same question: what do they tell us about the artists who created them, and about the artists’ relationship with the animals? The question is not straightforward. The paintings and engravings span at least 25,000 years: what is true of one era may not be true of another, and what is true of one cave may be unique to that place. Regardless of when and where they were made, the paintings rarely look like portraits. They contain the essence of the animal as well as its form: how it moved, how it felt. They are visceral and unadorned – more reincarnation than art.

Lascaux, discovered in 1940 by a teenager and three of his friends after his dog burrowed into a shaft, is perhaps the most significant site of prehistoric art in the world. It has been closed to the public since 1963, but you can marvel at its 1,963 figures in an exact 3-D replica of the cave that has been constructed nearby. With its enormous paintings, richly contoured ceiling and multiple shades of reds, blacks, whites and browns, Lascaux has the feel of an ancient sanctuary, a place of worship or celebration. The animals are a little unreal, with short legs, large sagging bellies and exquisitely delineated horns. We found it hard not to gape at the animated horse with multiple heads, another horse that had been painted upside down (fig. 1.3), the aurochs that stretches five metres from horn to tail, the group of swimming stags with majestic antlers, the single bear painted inside the body of a bull, and the two bison standing back to back with their rear legs crossed.

One of the curiosities of Lascaux, where the art is 18,600 years old, is that the animals the artists painted were not the animals they ate. During the Magdalenian, meat came largely from reindeer; the discovery of reindeer bones on the cave floor suggests they ate them even while they worked. And yet Lascaux contains no images of this animal. This is broadly true of all the caves: the people who made the art preferred some animals over others, or considered some more important, and were more interested in predators than prey. Rabbits were present (and eaten) in large numbers during the Palaeolithic, yet there are no paintings or engravings of rabbits anywhere in European caves.10 This incongruity between what was present and what was represented is true of cave art elsewhere: the rock rabbit has been ubiquitous in Zimbabwe’s granite hills for thousands of years, yet it does not feature in any of the country’s tens of thousands of prehistoric rock paintings, which are dominated – for reasons unknown – by kudu, a type of antelope.11 What the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss said about totemism might apply equally to Ice Age art: they chose their animals ‘not because they are good to eat but because they are good to think’.12

How exactly animals colonized the thinking of Ice Age artists we can only guess at. It seems reasonable to assume that they were attempting more than simple likenesses. Their paintings portray the animals as dynamic, transcendent figures, or as characters in an epic narrative. The positioning of the animals on the cave walls looks purposeful, though the purpose is hard to discern: in one part of Lascaux, all the aurochs are facing into the cave and all the horses are facing out (are they fleeing?). Certain species, such as horse and bison, appear close together more often than they would by chance (in contrast, bison hardly ever appear with deer). Several caves show animals superimposed on top of other animals: in Font de Gaume we encountered reindeer romping over bison, and a group of bison marauding across a line of mammoths. The artists frequently made use of the contours of the caves – an overhang for a back or belly, a vertical ridge for a leg.

Perhaps the most mysterious of the images are the geometric or grid-like signs that sometimes accompany the paintings. In Lascaux they account for a fifth of all the figures. Archaeologists have no idea what they mean. They consist of dots or straight lines and often appear next to the animals or superimposed on them. This suggests that they are symbolic, part of the story of the animal, or the story of the person who painted it. One type of sign, known as a tectiform, which resembles a dwelling with a central column and gable roof, appears multiple times in Rouffignac, Font de Gaume and Les Combarelles (fig. 1.4). Various experts believe it symbolizes home, though one researcher has proposed a completely different theory: that it depicts the profiles of two animals facing each other, or the left and right profiles of the same animal, and that the positioning of a tectiform next to a more representational painting of an animal is a comment on the behaviour or social dynamics of the species – its propensity to fight, for example, or to mate within its herd.13 Is that plausible? We’ll probably never know.

So many of our ideas about the art are speculative, but we can be sure of one thing: the people who made it knew their animals, knew their moods and their ways, knew enough to resurrect them in their full colours from the shadow-forms in their minds. The caves are strange and wondrous, but they are also anthologies of animal behaviour. In Lascaux, some of the scenes appear to show horses, aurochs and red deer in rut, each in the coat and accoutrements of its mating season, in what Paul Pettitt calls ‘a calendar of creation’. In many instances it is tempting to regard the animals as participants in a grand cosmology. ‘If there’s one thing that you can say is characteristic of Palaeolithic art, it’s about life and the creation of life,’ says Pettitt. ‘Often in the caves you have evidence of animals falling out of cracks, or dripping off the ceiling, or being created just enough to be recognizable. It seems plausible that caves were seen as places where animal spirits come back into the world. We know that animals would have been utterly central to humans during the Ice Age, and that they would have had an intimate knowledge of animal behaviour in all respects. It’s inconceivable that they wouldn’t have written them into their belief systems.’

In 2010, the filmmaker Werner Herzog gained permission to film a documentary inside Chauvet, a cave in the Ardèche valley that has never been open to the public. Chauvet contains some of the earliest known figurative artworks, the oldest of which has been dated to 36,500 years ago.14 Much of the art was created by the Aurignacians, the first modern humans to settle in Europe after the migration of Homo sapiens out of Africa.15 It belongs to what is arguably the earliest European culture, though this may be unfair on the Neanderthals, who had been living in Europe for at least 100,000 years before the arrival of sapiens and who are known to have collected objects, worn jewellery, built elaborate structures and made hand stencils on rock walls. Around 29,000 years ago, a rockfall completely sealed the opening to Chauvet, after which no humans or large animals entered until 1994, when three explorers dug out a hidden passageway. They found cave bear skeletons, human footprints, the remains of fires, a bear skull placed deliberately on a rock like an altarpiece, and more than 300 paintings and engravings of animals.16 The majority of the animals are dangerous predators or powerful herbivores: cave lions, leopards, cave bears, woolly rhinos, woolly mammoths, hyenas. Despite its age, the art in Chauvet is as powerful and realistic, as accomplished in its use of colour and perspective, as the art of the Magdalenians 20,000 years later, or indeed any art made since. It is striking for its drama: the rush of bodies, the wild eyes, the scenes of hunter and hunted.

It would have looked even more dramatic to the people who created it. They viewed it in the flickering light of animal-fat candles rather than the resolute beam of an electric torch. Candlelight gives the art a cinematic quality: the animals appear to be moving along the wall or stepping out of it or disappearing into it. Recently, the archaeologist Leslie van Gelder collaborated with physicists at the Dodd-Walls Centre in Dunedin, New Zealand, to build an LED lamp that mimics the colour, intensity and flicker of Palaeolithic tallow candles (they used a relic discovered in Lascaux as their model). When they tested it in Rouffignac, where Van Gelder has carried out extensive research over the years, she was amazed at how little light it gave out. ‘That cave is enormous, and here you are with this tiny bit of light trying to find your way, and you can’t find your feet,’ she told me. ‘That was my first revelation: these people were navigating without being able to see their feet. The other thing is that it forces you to be closer to the wall than with a torch. You have to be really up close.’ She found that the candle completely changed how it felt to be there. ‘You get the shadows and the dance on the walls, you get the sense that the cave is alive. It’s firelight. There’s something in that spectrum of light that speaks to us very powerfully.’17

After scoping out Chauvet, Herzog decided to shoot his documentary in 3-D, for the first and only time in his career, to help him ‘capture the intention of the painters’.18 In the film, which is called Cave of Forgotten Dreams, the cave’s curator, Dominique Baffier, says she often has the feeling that she can hear the animals in the paintings: the heavy breathing of horses, two rhinos clashing horns, the hooves of a fleeing bison, a lioness growling at her suitor.19 The paintings are like performances; they require us to appreciate them using all our senses.

This quality of expression is conspicuous in many of the caves. An image is never just an image: it contains the creature itself, its breath and bluster, leaping out of a wall or watching the world with ponderous eye. More often than not the animals are presented as individuals, with discernible idiosyncrasies. One of the most notable works in Chauvet is a frieze of four horses, one behind the other, each in a different emotional state implied by the singular arrangement of its facial features – mouth open, ears back, eyes closed or head erect (fig. 1.5).20 This kind of attention to detail was a pervasive feature of the Palaeolithic. About 500 miles to the north-east of Chauvet, in the Swabian Jura mountains of south-west Germany, archaeologists have unearthed several ivory statuettes of cave lions from the Aurignacian, each bearing a unique combination of facial expression, body posture and configuration of the ears, alluding to a certain level of alertness or aggression.21 A similar commitment to close description is visible among the woolly mammoths of Rouffignac, which contain anatomical particulars such as the small flap of skin over the anus that protected them from the cold; in the coat colours of many of the horses in Lascaux, Chauvet and Pech Merle, which match the bay, black and leopard spotting typical in horses of that time;22 and in the hundreds of images of snakes on the pillars of Göbekli Tepe, an 11,500-year-old Neolithic site in south-eastern Turkey, which were carved with such precision that researchers have managed to identify the species: the highly venomous Macrovipera lebetina, thought to be symbolic of death in early shamanistic religions.23

Figurative art always requires close observation, but the artists of the Ice Age may simply have been recreating a world they knew intimately. They were accustomed to being close to animals; watching them was the principal engagement of their lives. Unencumbered by modern notions of human superiority, scientific knowledge of biological categories, metaphorical ideas of what animals represent or 10,000 years of domestication, they painted them as they found them – undistorted, naked, equal.

_____

Any investigation into the meaning of Palaeolithic art is confounded by the lack of alternative sources of insight into that culture. Still, this hasn’t stopped researchers from trying to come up with theories. The early twentieth-century archaeologist Henri Breuil, who spent years documenting the art in Lascaux, Font de Gaume, Les Combarelles and many other caves, became convinced that it was part of a ritual of magic aimed at improving hunting success. By this thinking, the artists painted the animals as a way of exerting power over them, to boost their fertility or make them more susceptible to a hunter’s spear, equivalent to sticking pins in a voodoo doll. An image of an animal becomes the animal itself, and the artist becomes a sorcerer. Others prefer the idea that the images are spirit animals conjured up from the netherworld by shamanic artists during altered states of consciousness. The prehistorians David Lewis-Williams and Jean Clottes have argued that shamanism or a shamanic form of religion existed throughout the Upper Palaeolithic until the start of the Neolithic around 9,000 BCE when hunter-gatherer culture began to fade.24 A religious or shamanic motivation would explain why the art exists deep inside caves, traditionally the realm of spirits and deities, sometimes in places that are challenging to reach or impossible to view. (In Pergouset cave in the Ardèche valley you have to crawl more than a hundred metres to reach the engravings, one of which – the head of a horse – is in a cavity, created there presumably so that no one would see it.) If this version is correct, Ice Age artists possessed not only impressive technical skills but also – or so it would have appeared at the time – supernatural powers. A related theory states that the animals in the images are totems or emblems associated with particular clans or families. The totem is symbolic of a group’s ancestry, its social identity and its relationship with the natural world, and this would be why some caves disproportionately feature a single species that appears to have been revered above all others (the horse in Lascaux, the mammoth in Rouffignac).

All these theories have largely been rejected. Either the evidence is too flimsy, or there are too many exceptions to the rule, or else the theories are based on the customs of modern-day hunter-gatherers whose outlook and concerns (and reasons for making art) may be completely irrelevant to understanding the hunter-gatherers of the Ice Age. The idea that a single description could account for the totality of cave art in Europe, which spans nearly 30,000 years and varies considerably from place to place, seems improbable. ‘It’s relatively unfashionable to use these grand umbrella theories,’ says Paul Pettitt. ‘They have their adherents, some of them have a little bit of relevance, but you can never pin things down. It’s like asking, what is the purpose of art? Most of us prefer a more nuanced, almost site-specific view.’25 The desire to find an explanation has led to many fanciful interpretations. In Pech Merle, a collection of hatched markings on a prominent concretion was for years assumed by some prehistorians to be a masked and wounded human. One advocate of this view declared in 1961, ‘It is possible to see in this type of figure, pierced by lines, an initiation scene, at the heart of which the initiates, or future shamans, have to die a ritual death (or as an effigy), a prelude to a new and transcendent life.’26 Nearly three decades later, an archaeological investigation found that the markings were scratches left by cave bears.27 Imagination often leads people astray in the study of deep time, though sometimes it’s the only tool we have.28

_____

Is there anything we can say about the cave artists that is not entirely speculative or refracted through our modern-day biases? One possibility is that their art was a way of telling stories. Humans have been storytellers for all of recorded history and very likely since we first began to speak. It is almost impossible to think about the state of the world or the unfolding of our lives or what the future might be like without weaving narrative threads. We can’t escape them even when we sleep.

The cultural anthropologists Jamshid Tehrani and Julien d’Huy, who study how popular narratives evolve through time and across cultures, have shown that many modern stories originate in folk tales that are thousands of years old. Between them they have traced ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ to the first century CE; ‘Beauty and the Beast’ and ‘Rumpelstiltskin’ to the fifth century BCE; and ‘The Smith and the Devil’, a tale about a blacksmith outwitting a demon that exists in many forms across Europe and Asia, to as far back as the Bronze Age.29

Some stories may be considerably older than that. With the help of techniques borrowed from evolutionary biology, d’Huy has mapped the relationship between fifty-six variations of the tale of Polyphemus, a giant, one-eyed, man-eating shepherd.30 In Homer’s version of this story, composed in the eighth century BCE, the hero Odysseus lands on the island of Cyclopes and seeks refuge with his men in Polyphemus’s cave. When the giant returns with his flock of sheep, he blocks the entrance with a large boulder and eats some of Odysseus’s men. The survivors eventually escape after driving a stake into Polyphemus’s single eye and tying themselves to the bellies of his sheep when he lets them out of the cave to graze. D’Huy’s analysis suggests that a proto-variant of this story emerged in Europe during the Palaeolithic and was carried across Asia and into North America by some of the first people to cross the land bridge between Alaska and eastern Siberia, which was in place until about 11,000 BCE. In these earliest tellings, which predate domestication by thousands of years, Polyphemus was not a shepherd but a master or mistress of wild animals, and the hero’s quest was to free the animals as well as himself. D’Huy has hypothesized that a version of the story appears in a Palaeolithic painting in Les Trois-Frères cave in the Ariège, near the border with Spain. The painting, which dates to the Magdalenian, depicts a throng of bison, horses, reindeer, ibex, woolly rhinos and bears, near the middle of which stands a male figure with human legs and the torso and head of a bison (fig. 1.6). He is holding what looks like a musical instrument or a bow (though it is not clear that bows and arrows were used then), and he is looking ahead at an animal which is looking back at him. The animal looks as peculiar as its co-conspirator – part bison, part deer, with a human-like leg and enlarged anus. This ‘bison-man’ scene is one of the most famous in Palaeolithic art, and one of the most mystifying. Is he a hunter disguised as an animal, or a shaman performing a dance, or a mythical hybrid? In d’Huy’s interpretation, which he acknowledges is ‘unprovable’, the hero is hiding inside the animal, which – as in Native American forms of the Polyphemus tale – he has entered via its enlarged anus, and the bison-man is the monstrous guardian of the herd from whom he must escape.31

Using the same approach, d’Huy has navigated the ancient history of another celebrated myth: the Cosmic Hunt. Versions of this story, in which a hunter pursues a bear that leaps into the sky and is transformed into a constellation (usually Ursa Major), exist in just about every culture. Like the Polyphemus tale, it appears to have Palaeolithic origins. D’Huy speculates that the historical proto-version, which features a horned herbivore in place of a bear, could be the subject of the famous ‘shaft scene’ painting in Lascaux, in which a man is shown lying or falling before a wounded bison (fig. 1.7).32

D’Huy has said about this proposal, ‘Linking a mythical story and a Palaeolithic image is tricky.’33 Too right. The Cosmic Hunt is one of hundreds of theories that have been suggested for Lascaux’s shaft scene, which has confounded experts for more than eighty years. There is plenty to chew on in the painting. The bison has lowered its horns towards the man and lifted its tail, and the hair in its mane is standing up: it looks pissed off, which is hardly surprising since there is a javelin embedded in its hindquarters and its intestines are spilling onto the ground. In its fury it may have killed the man, though the man is not fully a man, despite his erect penis. His head is the shape of a bird’s, and each of his hands has only four fingers. He is a bird-man, or a man dressed as a bird, or a shaman crossing the boundary between human and animal worlds. Beneath the man is a bird on a stick. To the left and a little apart stands a woolly rhinoceros, the only one in Lascaux. Its tail is also raised: did it gore the bison before the bison gored the man? Is this the story of a tragedy, or of a dream, or of events yet to come? Take your pick. Henri Breuil was so convinced that the picture marked a burial that in 1947 he organized a dig in the hope of unearthing the man whose death is memorialized on the wall. No body was found. The bird-man remains as enigmatic as ever.

So much of cave art has the weft of narrative, if only we could understand it. What should we make of the ‘sorcerer’ in Les Trois-Frères, a rearing, black-eyed therianthrope with the body and tail of a horse, antlers of a reindeer and legs and arms of a human? Or the painting in Chauvet that appears to show a bison devouring a woman (it is easy to imagine that this 32,000-year-old image is the first telling of the myth of the Minotaur, the half-man half-bull monster of the labyrinth who was conceived, in the classical Greek version, when the Queen of Crete had sex with a bull). Or the unicorn of Lascaux, strictly a duocorn, an odd-looking pot-bellied quadruped with human-like back legs and two long straight horns sticking out of its forehead, which could be a mythologized rendering of the actual giant unicorn, Elasmotherium sibiricum, that lived in southern Russia and central Europe until 36,000 years ago and sported a horn two metres long.34 How should we consider the congregation of monstrous creatures in the furthermost room in Pergouset,35 a phantasmagoria of malformed heads, elongated necks, ill-proportioned bodies and strange hybrids that seem all the more fantastical because the place they are in – a small room at the end of a cramped, undulating passageway – is so hard to reach.36 These were no idle scribbles.

Storytelling was almost certainly as important to the people of the Ice Age as it is to us today. Stories have a social function as powerful as the messages they carry. The power is in the retelling, and in the echo of the narrators who came before us, who may have carried them from the beginning of time. They help us define cultures, reinforce norms, celebrate mythologies and remember the consequential things that have happened, and which might happen again. Homo sapiens has always been this way inclined. We can assume that at least some of the cave art is a record or a reimagining of what came to pass, and that the people who made it were storytellers as well as artists. Indigenous Australians regard their ancient rock art partly as a knowledge system, an encyclopedia written on the landscape.37 The transmission of information from one generation to the next is a preoccupation of all societies. Paul Pettitt speculates that some of the larger decorated caves, such as Lascaux with its scenes of animals confronting each other and columns of animals following each other, contain messages about competition, inequality and the maintenance of social order in Palaeolithic society – in other words, that animals were used as a model for the organization of human groups.38 This is not difficult to believe when you consider that the people of that time probably did not categorize themselves as separate from animals in the way we do today, since they were living so closely among them, and perhaps they did not draw a line at all. So if the oldest and most enduring stories are about animals, as the cave paintings suggest, those stories are also about us.

Still, it seems odd that there are so few images of humans in the caves. The full inventory of European cave art contains tens of thousands of animals but only a hundred or so humans (though there are plenty of hand-prints and finger flutings39). The bird-man of Lascaux is the only human figure in that cave. The great cave of Niaux, renowned for its wonderfully detailed pictures of bison, ibex, horse and deer, contains none. There are four in Rouffignac, though none of them shares the precision and sophistication of the animal images around them. Most Palaeolithic human figures are crude, incomplete or vague, as if the artists didn’t consider them particularly worth celebrating. They don’t look like individuals, even though some of them are participants in great dramas, such as the bird-man in his confrontation with the bison in Lascaux, and the figures of killed or wounded men in Cougnac, Pech Merle and Cosquer, all of them shot with javelins and bending from the waist as if falling to the earth – the story of a murder, perhaps, or a hunt gone wrong. It is striking that many of the human figures are not really human at all but hybrids, therianthropes, composites, shape-shifters, shamans or sorcerers, with antlers or tails or bovine limbs or beaks for heads, like creatures from a parallel evolution. It is hard to see where the animal ends and the human begins, or to imagine the one without the other.

[image: A creature stands on its hind legs in a semi-crouched posture, its front limbs bent. It has two prominent antlers, small pointed ears and round eyes, with a long, textured beard and a bushy tail extending from its rear. Rhythmic, hatched lines cover its body.]
Figure 1.8: The Sorcerer, a human-animal composite, in Les Trois-Frères.

The notion of a human–animal boundary that can be straddled at will has persisted in art and thinking ever since. As we’ll see in the chapters to come, that boundary has become ever more rigorously policed. Over the last few thousand years, philosophers, theologians, scientists and much of the intellectual establishment have sought not only to keep the two sides separate, but to establish humans as overlords of the natural world, with devastating consequences. Yet for the people of the Ice Age, it would have been self-evident that humans were an unexceptional animal. They were far from the top of the food chain, and all too aware of how little distinguished them from the rest of life. Evidently the cave artists didn’t paint humans because humans were not their chief concern. ‘They just weren’t relevant to their purpose,’ says Paul Bahn. The action was elsewhere: with the creatures that so comprehensively outnumbered them.

_____

In 1909, archaeologists working in a rock shelter at Cap Blanc, above the Beune valley in the Dordogne, uncovered a vast frieze of animal sculptures carved into the limestone cliff. They estimated it to be around 15,000 years old, a monument of the Magdalenian. The diorama of near-life-size figures of horse, bison and deer stretches for thirteen metres across the face of the shelter, like a Palaeolithic equivalent of the Parthenon Sculptures. As with the paintings of that era, the rendering of the animals, especially of the horses, is rich in detail: the pronounced muscle at the top of the leg, the delicate shape of the head, the bulge of the belly, the ear, eye and mouth so considered. Some of the horses have been sculpted onto earlier figures of bison, as if the bison were making way for them. All the horses face east, except for the largest, which stands more than two metres nose to tail in the centre of the frieze, a contrarian and imperious horse. The whole tableau represents perhaps the most spectacular surviving example of prehistoric sculpture. Hard to imagine that it was created by an artisan with only a flint pick for a tool.

Who was this sorcerer of the cliff? Two years after the discovery of the frieze, an archaeologist inadvertently drove his pickaxe into the skull of a young Magdalenian woman who had been buried on the floor of the shelter, not far from the hooves of
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