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  CHAPTER 1


  THE WORLD’S EARLIEST CAVE ART


  Where do art, belief, and creativity come from? When did they first appear? Most importantly, why did they develop? These are hard questions because they concern deep issues that are at once fundamental to understanding human nature, yet are more or less peripheral to daily life. And, for many, they are matters of unquestioned faith, rather than inquisitive science. These are, in other words, the kinds of problems that animate archaeology, which often enough is practiced as a passion without immediate material reward. Nowhere are the tensions between what we can or cannot learn about these problems more obvious than in a deep cave on a steep cliff in southern France. It is here that archaeologists have discovered the earliest known cave art—art that is surprisingly sophisticated and unmasks our comic-book image of our monosyllabic, caveman progenitor, wooden club in hand.


  In late December 1994, three French cave explorers (“speleologists”) scouted the limestone cliff containing a cave that fronts the Ardèche Gorge, near Vallon Pont d’Arc, southeastern France, not far from Lyon. Like many cavers, they were searching for an opening that might lead into a major but as yet undiscovered “dark zone” cavern: a cave that extends beyond the limits of light. To a caver, such a discovery is akin to the first ascent of a major peak for a mountain climber, and a rare chance for a bit of immortality. As the day unfolded, the discovery made by these cavers, and the events that it unleashed, vindicated their efforts. Within a few short months, all archaeologists would know of Jean-Marie Chauvet and the cave named for him; shortly thereafter, so would the rest of the world.


  The presence of the cave was first signaled to Chauvet by a faint breeze emerging from a scree of boulders—a sign, he knew, of air moving in and out of the cliff face, indicating an underground passage hidden by the rubble.1 He and his companions—Éliette Brunel Deschamps and Christian Hillaire—cleared aside the loose rocks and, one at a time, squeezed into the small hole in the cliff that this exposed. What followed was a protracted snake crawl through a long, narrow, and sloping tunnel—about seven yards in length and, in places, less than ten inches wide—a traverse that was bloodying even for a thin Frenchman. While the first seven yards were bad enough, the tunnel terminated at a fifteen-yard drop-off, straight down, to the pitch-black cavern floor. As experienced cavers, Chauvet and his team had brought ropes allowing them to descend to this floor. Unknown to them at the time, what they would find a few hundred yards deeper into the cave would change their lives and, perhaps, change our understanding of the origins of art.


  Shortly after the discovery, I received a call from my French friend and fellow archaeologist Jean Clottes. Then in his capacity as Conservator General for the French Ministry of Culture (he has subsequently retired) and an expert on the Paleolithic paintings of Europe, Clottes had been called away from a family gathering on Christmas Eve to authenticate Chauvet’s discovery. The site, according to Clottes, was comparable to the best-known and most highly regarded Paleolithic caves: Lascaux (in France) and Altamira (in Spain). Even more important, he said, the archaeological context of the cave was pristine. Previous discoveries of caves this significant had all occurred fifty or more years earlier and they had been disturbed to varying degrees by visitation and artifact collecting prior to archaeological investigation. Chauvet Cave, as he was already calling it, was a different matter entirely. No one but the discoverers, Clottes, and a few others had been inside the cave since it had been sealed off with the collapse of the original entryway, save for the small hole discovered by the cavers, which had been unknown for thousands of years. Precautions were already being taken to ensure that all remains left by the painters—fire pits, occasional dropped stone tools, bits of pine torches, ivory spear points, and even footprints—were kept intact for careful study and analysis. It was, Clottes suggested, the greatest thing that he had seen in his career—a career that had already been marked by a series of significant discoveries and breakthroughs.2


  It was, I thought, a great way to start a new year. I couldn’t wait for my chance to see the cave. But it would take five years and a series of legal battles before I got the chance.


  DISCOVERING PALEOLITHIC ART


  The cave art of northern Spain and southern France has been around since the beginning of time—if we measure time on the human scale. Archaeologists date these paintings, engravings, and low-relief carvings to the Upper Paleolithic period, roughly from thirty-five thousand to ten thousand years ago. This was the Pleistocene, or Ice Age, a period of rapidly changing climate and environment that was quite unlike what we experience today. Moreover, the Upper Paleolithic heralded the first appearance of anatomically modern humans in western Europe: the movement of Homo Sapiens sapiens (Cro-Magnon man and woman) into this region, replacing the earlier Neandertal.


  Almost all things Neandertal are emotionally debated by archaeologists: Are we their direct evolutionary descendants or instead an entirely different species? Did Neandertal have the capacity for speech? One point, however, seems quite certain—cave art, along with a wide array of other technological innovations, did not appear in Europe until modern humans first arrived. This resulted in a dramatic change in the archaeological record commonly called the “Upper Paleolithic Revolution,” or “creative explosion”3: only anatomically modern humans, not Neandertals, made cave art. And although cave art probably does not represent the first example of human artistry, it is for the archaeologist a useful surrogate. It is more visible than smaller examples of art, which may be deeply buried (and hard to find) in archaeological deposits. Even in the worst cases it is certainly better preserved than ephemeral art forms such as song, dance, or body paint, which generally leave no traces whatsoever.


  Partly for this reason, Paleolithic cave art has fascinated the Western world for more than a century. Although it is clear that historic peoples occasionally visited some of the decorated caves (like the earlier painters, they, too, left their traces), this art did not reach the consciousness of Western science until 1879. In that year, a young Spanish girl, Maria de Sautuola, noticed a series of paintings on the low ceiling of Altamira, a cave that her father, an early archaeologist, was excavating (fig. 1). Recognizing the stylistic similarities between these paintings and small bone carvings from excavated caves in France, Maria’s father concluded that the Altamira images were Paleolithic in age, like the archaeological deposits that he was excavating at the mouth of this Cantabrian cave.4


  This was the first recognition of the antiquity of European cave paintings.5 Yet its seeming florescence—the painting of dramatic polychrome images in the great caves as first seen at Altamira—was traditionally thought to lie between about ten thousand and eighteen thousand years, with an emphasis on the younger end of the range. This reflected a presumed, somewhat gradual emergence of sophisticated art from humbler origins millennia earlier: a slow evolution of human mental and artistic capabilities. Recent radiocarbon dating at Altamira, using a nuclear accelerator, places these paintings between 13,300 and 14,900 years, seemingly confirming this belief.6
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    Figure 1. The painted and engraved Paleolithic sites extend from England to Italy, but the majority are found from northern Portugal and Spain, north into central France. Some of the major sites discussed here are shown above. (Map courtesy of Tamara Whitley.)


  What Maria de Sautuola had noticed at Altamira and brought to her father’s attention was a ceiling covered with large red and black painted animals, primarily bison, but also including horse, deer, and boar. Horses and bison, especially, but also woolly mammoths and other large animals (such as ibex, oxen, and deer) are common at most Paleolithic sites; some of these species, like the woolly mammoth, went extinct at the end of the Ice Age and thus were clearly ancient in origin. While the Altamira paintings are multicolored, paintings at most sites are simply red or black, colors easily made from ground ocher, charcoal, or manganese mixed with fat or oil.7 Engravings scraped into the cave walls and ceilings occur frequently, sometimes intermixed with the paintings. Human figures are rare; more common are handprints and geometric patterns that archaeologists call, prosaically, “signs.” Size and orientation are variable; incomplete and overlapping images are found at many sites. But all sites tend toward a seemingly obvious naturalism, expressed by strong lines reflecting a clear and confident artistic talent. There is no question, in other words, that a depiction of a Paleolithic bison or a horse outwardly portrays a bison or a horse. These are not ambiguous figures of four-legged animals but instead the kind of drawings that an accomplished illustrator might make.


  Two characteristics of the sites stood out even to the relatively casual examinations of the earliest archaeologists. The first is the presence of the art in the deep recesses of the caves—the dark zones that lie in perpetual blackness, in some cases long distances from the living areas at the mouths of the caves. Although ensuing research has shown that more art is present in the lighted areas than initially recognized, including some engraved sites in the open air (discussed subsequently), the undeniable association between decorated panels and the deep, dark inner sanctums of the caves continues to be both compelling and perplexing. Why create what by any measure is fabulous art, precisely where it is hardest to draw and least likely to be seen?


  INTERPRETING THE EARLIEST ART


  Also immediately notable is the numerical and visual emphasis on the animal drawings at the sites. This fact played to the then developing perception of European Paleolithic pre-history: Ice Age peoples presumably eking out a living by hunting in a cold, arcticlike environment that was inhabited by large and dangerous megafauna, including woolly rhinoceros, huge cave bears, mammoths, and cave lions. It only took a few years before an interpretation conjoining these different elements was offered—paint an animal, kill an animal, or, in two words, “hunting magic.” The concept here was that by making an image in the caves, the artists believed this would either increase the fecundity of the herds or enhance the hunter’s luck.8 Occasional indications of what appeared to be wound marks on the animal images seemed to prove this interpretation and it was vigorously promoted by the Abbé Henri Breuil, the leading French archaeologist for much of the first half of the twentieth century.9


  Hunting magic was a kind of “man-against-beast” scenario (certainly, women played at best a silent part in this early view of prehistory). It reflected the prevailing “conquest-of-nature” ethos as well as the male-biased tenor of the times. Yet like most seemingly simple intellectual ideas, the subtexts of this interpretation were further roiled in the muddy waters of the then nascent science of anthropology and its views of hunting and gathering peoples. Anthropologists at that time perceived such people to be primitive, borderline irrational, and not at all like members of the Western scientific world. It was an interpretation promoting modern Enlightenment thought against a confused religious (meaning here superstitious) past. This perspective dominated archaeological thinking until the middle of the twentieth century, while also providing an early explanation for the origin of religious beliefs and practices: early people were motivated by an anxiety over the quest for food, and religion was invented in the hopes of ensuring future security.


  The hunting magic interpretation was almost certainly wrong (there is little correlation between the depicted species and excavated food remains from camp sites, for example). But there was (and continues to be) strong support for its key underlying implication—the religious origin of cave art. Support for this conclusion is primarily based on location. Mundane activities usually occur in mundane places, archaeological thinking goes, and no places are less mundane than the decorated caves. The use of the caves was clearly unusual and this implies ceremony. Generations of authors and archaeologists, as a result, have used a small set of synonyms with undeniable religious connotations—sanctuary and shrine come especially to mind—to describe these dark underground recesses. Efforts at unimpassioned and emotionless, rational scientific thinking simply succumbs to the profound and awe-inspiring feelings that a visit to the caves evokes. But the early conclusion that the paintings are religious in origin does not result from scientifically-suspect emotions alone. Not only are the paintings and engravings commonly found far removed from the living areas and refuse dumps of the prehistoric artists, but they also contain occasional images that can only be plausibly reconciled with sacral intent. Key among these are depictions that are half-human and half-animal: ritual performers, not hunters, by common consent.


  The locations of the decorated galleries also dictate strongly against an alternative interpretation of Paleolithic art that has been suggested from time to time but never widely accepted— ”art for art’s sake.” This may seem at first glance a reasonable enough interpretation, since many of the paintings and engravings are by any definition the works of master artists. They are in fact true masterpieces, by which I mean that their aesthetic qualities are timeless and would be recognizable by any culture and at any time. But this aesthetic interpretation only works under two conditions. The first requires ignoring the location problem—if the goal is aesthetic accomplishment, why create art that almost no one can ever see? Second, it assumes on no evidence whatsoever that the recent Western concept of and desire for artistic expression for its own sake—an art devoid of religious and/or ideological intent, made solely for the purposes of aesthetic satisfaction and need (tellingly, as articulated perhaps best by Oscar Wilde)—was also maintained by people in dramatically different cultures, living ten thousand or more years ago. Certainly there may be an inherent and intrinsic human tendency to create art, and great art at that. But traversing the deep, pitch-black caves with only a pine torch for lighting, and risking an encounter with the gigantic Ice Age cave bears that denned within them, seems the least likely scenario for such kinds of expressive behavior. So does the relatively narrow emphasis of the art itself, which includes a restricted set of animals and a few other subjects, not the much wider range of Paleolithic life as it was once practiced.


  Two discoveries contributed to a widespread rejection of the hunting magic hypothesis after the mid-twentieth century. One involved the animal bones excavated from the living areas at the mouths of the caves. As a number of studies began to show, there was little if any correlation between the animals painted and the animals eaten.10 Why, if the intent was to promote the hunt, were so few of the ritualized animals found in the dietary remains at the sites? The other discovery was increasing evidence that the designs in many of the caves were purposely placed. Rather than a random accumulation of images, there appeared to be a pattern to the way that the animal depictions were laid out, creating a seemingly coherent composition of some kind. The presumption is that, where there is a pattern, there is a symbolic structure and thus some deeper communication intended. This implied that the message lies not so much in individual paintings or engravings but in the relationships between them. All that was needed to interpret the art was the proper code or key.


  The most detailed analysis of the composition of the caves was provided at midcentury by French archaeologist André Leroi-Gourhan.11 Inspired by noted structural anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, Leroi-Gourhan developed a massive synthesis predicated on the system of binary oppositions (like Good : Bad or Up : Down) that, to the structuralist, reflect the basic workings of the human mind. In Leroi-Gourhan’s thesis, the sites consisted of three basic units: central versus peripheral groupings of animals, framed by a third group of paintings found in the entrance and back-cave/passageway areas. The underlying oppositional element in the caves, to Leroi-Gourhan, was expressed in the pairing of horse and bison, reflecting male and female principles, respectively. The central portions of the compositions emphasized the female element, surrounded by peripheral, male-oriented groupings. In some cases, other animals substituted for either element in this basic pair but, regardless, they were also matched by male and female signs—broad, short geometric patterns were feminine, and long, thin (and therefore presumably phallic) ones were masculine.


  Any quick summary cannot do justice to the depth of Leroi-Gourhan’s ideas, nor to the evidence that he marshaled in its support (not the least of which were detailed statistics on the layouts of the caves). For example, horse, ibex, and cervids (deer and elk) were equated with males because these animals are most commonly found engraved on hunting weapons made of bone that he assumed were used by males—a suggestion that, while contentious from the perspective of current views of gender prehistory, is at least arguable. And, although he never published this fact, Leroi-Gourhan was known to point out that the horse, proportionally, has the largest penis among the depicted animals, thus making it a logically appropriate male symbol.12 Some of the broad geometric signs, similarly, resemble what many archaeologists would classify as “vulva forms,” suggesting a female association.


  Leroi-Gourhan was fully aware that his argument potentially implied a fertility cult of some kind. This was a conclusion that he himself described as “at the same time satisfying and laughable.”13 In the end, Leroi-Gourhan argued to have found the pattern behind the layouts of motifs, but he recognized that he was still short of a true understanding of the religious beliefs that the paintings reflected. Toward the end of his career he also backed away from his initial emphasis on the cosmic duality of Male : Female.14


  Like Breuil, who advocated hunting magic, Leroi-Gourhan, too, was the dominant figure of his era, and his structuralist interpretation was the reigning grand theory into the 1980s. This was due in part to Leroi-Gourhan’s stature as a scientist and also perhaps to the complexity and detail of his argument, which was ultimately hard to evaluate. Like other such detailed and ponderous structuralist interpretations (notably French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss’s analyses of Native American myths), it is easy enough to follow the arguments as they are laid out, but figuring out how to test (or contest) them is more problematic. And in the specific case of Leroi-Gourhan, who consciously stopped short of applying specific meaning to the different motifs, at some point it is hard to really know what his interpretation tells us, beyond the empirical observation that the art may be compositionally organized. Leroi-Gourhan’s theory was thus never disproven; instead, it languished under the weight of its own complexity until archaeologists, by and large, lost interest in it. It became a bit of a bicycle without wheels—one that may have seemed elegant enough in theoretical terms, but that didn’t seem capable of actually taking you anywhere.


  Leroi-Gourhan’s real contribution, as pointed out by University of California, Berkeley, archaeologist Meg Conkey, was not what his analyses revealed about Paleolithic art as much as what they said about Paleolithic people.15 His studies asserted that these were fully humanized, cognitively sophisticated human beings, not primitive cave people stumbling haphazardly toward the future, wooden club in hand. Whatever the art meant, it meant something, and this was complexly encoded in the way that the caves were painted. Only sophisticated, thinking human beings could be responsible for such achievements—a conclusion supported by the artistic merit of the paintings themselves.


  THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONNECTION


  A serious contender for a new grand theory appeared in the late 1980s, although, again, the theory itself was hardly new. What was different was the evidence brought to bear in its support and the manner in which it was tested. This theory holds that much Paleolithic cave art resulted from shamanism. This is a religious system that is commonly associated with contemporary and historical hunting and gathering peoples worldwide, hence providing a logical analog for Paleolithic religion as well. Shamans serve as the functionaries in such religions, and much of their ceremonial activities are somewhat idiosyncratic rites that, almost universally, are based on putative direct interactions with the supernatural realm. This occurs not through the carefully prescribed and formulated rites of priestly religions, but instead during the shamans’ individual visionary experiences of trance. Priests talk to the gods, as is explained in anthropological lore, but the gods talk to shamans.


  This shamanistic interpretation of Paleolithic art was presented in a 1988 academic article by South African archaeologist David Lewis-Williams in conjunction with his student Thomas Dowson.16 Lewis-Williams is the retired director of the Rock Art Research Centre at the University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa (fig. 2). He is widely known among archaeologists for his intense, focused intellect, demonstrated partly by the twin but rarely combined feats of significant theoretical and empirical breakthroughs. Less well known is his nonacademic side, including his skills as a professional magician (which David regularly used to entertain my young daughter during the many Sunday afternoon teas we enjoyed with him while I taught at the Witwatersrand in the late 1980s). Lewis-Williams also brings this talent as an entertainer—a starlike ability to entrance his audience—to his academic presentations and lectures. He is a hard act to follow (as I know from personal experience), and one can easily imagine him, in another place and time, as a Shakespearean actor of first rank. He is a personality that, in many ways, is larger than life, which is made all the more notable because of his relatively slight physical stature.


  Lewis-Williams started his academic career studying the rock paintings of the San (or Bushmen) of southern Africa.17 Like the Paleolithic artists, the San painters created magnificent polychrome images, albeit of antelope, dancers, and hunters on shallow rock shelter walls, rather than in deep caves (fig. 3). And although much of this art is relatively recent—probably less than five thousand years old, with some paintings still made into the last few hundred years—no artists are left, as in France and Spain, to explain the origin and purpose of the San art. Unlike in France or Spain, however, the problem here is not the great elapse of time, but instead the historical extirpation of the San people. Roughly two thousand years ago, Bantu-speaking pastoralists began migrating with their herds into southern Africa, pushing the San, perhaps inadvertently, out of the valleys and plains into the rugged mountain recesses, where their art still lingers. With the more recent appearance of European colonialists intent on claiming all of the southern African land as their own, the process of marginalizing (if not annihilating) the San continued. Licenses for “hunting” the San were issued in what is now Botswana into the beginning of the twentieth century. The London Zoo had a Bushman on display until 1911.18
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    Figure 2. South African archaeologist David Lewis-Williams (center) changed our understanding of Paleolithic art and religion with the revised shamanistic interpretation that he introduced in the 1980s. South African archaeologist David Pierce on left; Whitley on right.



  Despite this genocide, there are still San in the remote deserts of Botswana and Namibia, made famous by the popular film The Gods Must Be Crazy (1980)—a film that perpetuates the current Western image of these modern hunters and gatherers as childlike and whimsical, rather than as intellectually and emotionally complex as ourselves. But where these San primarily still live there are, literally, no large rocks, and hence no rock art (recall in the film the cola bottle falling out of the airplane into a land without rocks, and the chain of events that ensues). Although the living San are culturally similar to the people who painted the southern African rock shelters, they themselves do not paint, probably because they do not have the rocks that would allow them to do so.
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    Figure 3. Finely painted southern African rock art combined with (San) Bushman ethnography provided a methodological model useful for understanding the Paleolithic art. This monochromatic example, from the Natal Drakensberg in South Africa, shows a supernatural “rain-bull” being led across the sky by shamans, in order to make rain.



  The result for Lewis-Williams, like much archaeological research, was a detective game requiring the laborious piecing together of various strands of evidence. This included meticulously recording and tabulating the images themselves, analyzing a few short and at first very enigmatic statements about the paintings recorded from the San by early European colonists, and eliciting commentary about copies of the paintings from the living San, along with knowledge of their general beliefs and practices. Lewis-Williams also looked at texts about religion and mythology transcribed from a few San rock artists who had been incarcerated in Breakwater Prison, Cape Town, in the late nineteenth century.19 This last source, collected by philologists in the 1870s and 1880s, is particularly poignant for rock art researchers. (Rock art includes cave paintings and engravings, as well as the art on both open-air cliff faces and boulders.) Among its roughly twelve thousand extant pages is a listing and description of the contents of the different notebooks that comprise this collection. Identified in this list is a notebook about the making and meaning of rock art, recorded from the people who made this art. Unfortunately, it has never been found among the archived materials.20


  Lacking this lost cave art–Rosetta Stone, Lewis-Williams pieced together the disparate sources to show that the San rock paintings were made by shamans and that they portray the supernatural realm entered by these medicine men or women when under a trance. Although a trance can be induced by various means (meditation, hallucinogenic drugs, sensory deprivation, etc.), the San painters apparently achieved their ritual altered state of consciousness by repetitive dancing, singing, and clapping—the so-called trance dance. This is still practiced today by the Kalahari San for group healing, although, again, without any associated rock art in that rockless region.


  The paintings are, in other words, visionary images that illustrate the spirits and events of the supernatural world (in all cases almost certainly painted after the artist’s trance experience). Prominent among the paintings is the eland antelope or, perhaps more correctly, the eland spirit, into which the shaman commonly was thought to transform and which is sometimes shown as a half-human, half-animal being—the shaman’s supernatural alter ego or spirit helper. Perhaps equally important, Lewis-Williams recognized that the images are intimately tied to the rock surfaces upon which they were placed. As he has explained, this rock surface was thought to be the thin and permeable veil between the sacred and the mundane, one that the shaman penetrated on his supernatural excursions. The paintings themselves preserved the images of the spirits that were already within the rock and which only the shaman could see.21


  There are some obvious similarities between the southern African paintings and the more ancient European cave art. Beautiful polychrome imagery and the emphasis on large animals are two of the most direct (although, for equally obvious reasons, the animals depicted are not the same). Likewise, the fact that hunting and gathering peoples created both arts seems additional cause for inferring equivalence in their origin and meaning. But these superficial similarities, even if intriguing, are far from scientifically compelling.


  Comparisons such as these are formal analogies; formal in the sense that they concern outward appearances or similarities. The problem with them stems from the fact that the origins of appearances may be quite variable. Different historical events and circumstances and varying cultural processes can sometimes yield similar products or results—apparent comparability due to mere coincidence, in other words. To infer the origin of the Paleolithic art based on comparisons with the San paintings required a more certain kind of analogy, one based on functional relationships: physical processes that are universal to all humans and that do not change over time.


  Lewis-Williams and Dowson found this in clinical studies of the neuropsychological effects of trance, one of the defining characteristics of shamanistic religions.22 Because the nervous systems of all humans are hardwired in the same fashion, it follows that the altered states of consciousness that result in trance, regardless of how induced, are broadly similar. Obviously, one trance experience may differ from the next, even for the same individual. Hence, LSD was, for some 1960s devotees, a consciousness-expanding experience, whereas for others it was nothing more than a “bummer trip.” And how trance experiences are interpreted differs both between individuals and between cultures. Spontaneous hallucinations may be interpreted in our culture as a sign of dementia of some kind, for example, while in other places (or times) these same experiences may be construed as divine revelation. But regardless of the specifics involving individual cases and the variable cultural or personal meaning ascribed to them, trance itself results in a restricted range of reactions. By compiling the set of reactions that specifically involved the mental images (or visual hallucinations) of trance, these South African archaeologists created a kind of analytical model to test the idea that a given corpus of art depicted trance experiences, and thus was shamanistic in origin.


  Archaeologists call this the neuropsychological model, partly reflecting the fact that it is the only archaeological model based on neuropsychological evidence and principles. It has three components (figs. 4 and 5). The first concerns the fact that our mental imagery during a trance commonly progresses through three stages. In the first stage, this imagery is dominated by geometric light patterns that are generated within our optical and neural systems. Lewis-Williams and Dowson used the term entoptic (“within the eye”) pattern as a generic label for these light images. Next, through more or less normal mental processes of visual pattern recognition (which are themselves heavily influenced by personal and cultural expectations), an entoptic pattern is interpreted or construed as a meaningful iconic or figurative image. Finally, full-blown iconic hallucinations occur in which a sense of participation develops and an individual may imagine becoming the thing that he or she hallucinates.
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    Figure 4. In an influential 1988 paper, David Lewis-Williams and Thomas Dowson introduced their neuropsychological model for the mental imagery that is generated during altered states of consciousness. One aspect of their three-component model involves seven common entoptic light images that are generated by our neural and optical systems during the initial stage of trance. These seven entoptics are shown here. The left column shows the idealized geometric patterns. The middle and right column are examples of the expression of these patterns in rock art. These are from the Coso Range petroglyphs of eastern California.
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    Figure 5. In addition to the perception of entoptic light images, Lewis-Williams and Dowson’s neuropsychological model involves two additional components. One of these is the three progressive stages that commonly occur during trance. These start with the perception of entoptics (Stage 1). In Stage 2 these geometric patterns are construed or interpreted as culturally significant iconic images. In the last stage of trance, full-blown iconic hallucinations occur, and iconic and entoptic images combine. The third component of the model is seven principles of perception, reflecting the fact that trance imagery involves more than “normal” visual sight. These principles operate at each of the three stages. In addition to simple replication (shown in Figure 4), they are: (a) fragmentation; (b) integration; (c) superpositioning; (d) juxtapositioning; (e) reduplication; and (f) rotation. Examples are Coso Range petroglyphs.


  The second component of their model concerns the entoptic light patterns themselves. A survey of the clinical literature suggested that seven patterns were most common (including zigzags, meanders, dots, spirals, etc.) as basic entoptic designs. The third component of the model pertains to the way that all of these images may be perceived in the human mind. Since hallucinations are in part generated within the brain, they are not limited to the constraints of two- or three-dimensional imagery as seen by the eyes in a normal state of consciousness. Trance images may instead invert, break apart, duplicate endlessly, pile up one atop the other, and so on.


  Lewis-Williams and Dowson were not the first scientists to formalize aspects of trance imagery into a coherent model (this had been accomplished by neuropsychologists themselves).23 Nor were they the first archaeologists to recognize the similarities between some of these hallucinatory effects and rock art motifs (Thomas Blackburn, a California archaeologist, had first made this connection a decade earlier).24 They were, however, the first to recognize the relationship between the simple entoptic patterns, which Blackburn had identified in the geometrically patterned, shamanistic rock art of California, and the more elaborate iconic images, especially how the first was, through the progression of trance, transformed into the second. And they were the first to test, in a systematic fashion, whether the European Paleolithic art might be shamanistic. They found that all of the components of their model were illustrated in the paintings and engravings found in the Paleolithic caves, leading to the conclusion that at least some of this art, like that of the San, depicted visionary images and therefore derived from shamanistic practices. Perhaps even more importantly, they were the first archaeologists to use explicitly scientific research and methods to identify what is potentially the world’s first religion.


  TRANCE GOES TO FRANCE


  The Anglophone archaeological reaction to Lewis-Williams and Dowson’s 1988 study was in many respects predictable, given foreknowledge of the intellectual dynamics of the discipline. Those of us whose research involved known examples of shamanistic rock art were quick to see both the validity of their model and its applicability to the Paleolithic. My research at that time, which used historical accounts to demonstrate that Native Californian rock art was shamanistic in origin, served as one of the independent cases they had employed to test their model prior to applying it to the Paleolithic. Having read and commented on their work prior to its publication, I was a supporter before the fact. Others, who typically lacked personal research experience with shamanistic arts or with shamanism more generally, could not see the connection. A divide quickly developed between the proponents of their interpretation and its opponents, who in fact, had no alternative interpretation to suggest. They objected, but exactly why was not and still has not become clear, perhaps other than the fact that they seemed to disagree philosophically with the general notion that we can actually interpret this art to some degree of accuracy.


  The French response was more extreme—there essentially was no response at all. This reflected the general tenor of much French archaeology and a remarkable contrast with the theoretical extremes of French semiotics and literary criticism, which have been at the heart of international postmodernist debate and the ensuing “culture wars.” Since Leroi-Gourhan, and the dominating effect of his grand theory, French archaeologists have shunned interpretation of most kinds in favor of discovery, meticulous documentation, and detailed description. Lewis-Williams’s shamanistic interpretation was fine, from their perspective, but it had no significant bearing on their real work, and thus warranted no comment at all.


  The important exception to this French reaction was Jean Clottes, who eventually would become the director of the Chauvet Cave research. Clottes is, in certain ways, a very typical Frenchman yet, in others, somewhat atypical. He is a tall man who, in an almost clichéd French fashion, is dark, handsome, and athletic. (Now in his seventies, he is still easily enticed into a game of one-on-one basketball, even after a long day of archaeological fieldwork.) Clottes is also one of the most prolific archaeological writers alive; while most of us struggle to get out two or three articles and a book in most years, more often than not, Clottes publishes two or three books and a half dozen or more articles in the same time, meanwhile editing a journal and a book series. On top of this, in a profession where reputations, if not careers, are made by one’s ability to spin yarns—a tradition that I have always attributed to our countless nights spent in field camps, with only ourselves as entertainment—Clottes is simply the best storyteller, in any language, that I know. In many ways, he is the consummate archaeologist.


  Clottes is also unlike many of his French colleagues in the international scope of his interests and, especially, his connections. Having supported his family while completing his doctorate in archaeology by teaching high school English, he is fluent in spoken English and writes it better than most native speakers. These abilities have aided his de facto emergence as something of an international spokesman for French archaeology; a position of prominence of course also partly due to his research and his central involvement with a series of the most important recent French discoveries. (Indeed, I was reminded of his international prominence—and his indifference to the attention this has given him—in a UNESCO sponsored trip to France a decade back, where I was accompanied by my wife and then ten-year-old daughter. It became obvious during a series of formal banquets that a considerable amount of prefeast jostling was occurring so that various political, bureaucratic, and archaeological dignitaries might seat themselves next to Clottes, or at least at his table. But unbeknownst to them, Jean had discovered my daughter Carmen’s relatively limited capacity for pâté de foie gras and the other culinary specialties of the Perigord. While the dignitaries were positioning themselves to get a seat next to him as, arguably, the most famous archaeologist in the world, he was quietly positioning himself to ensure a seat next to her, so that he could share her pâté, which she happily passed his way.)


  In 1995, at my urging, Clottes and Lewis-Williams initiated a project that combined Jean’s detailed understanding of the French caves with David’s theoretical and interpretative ideas. They spent a month jointly visiting a series of the major sites in order to discuss and debate the shamanistic interpretation while examining the art in question. The result, published the following year25 (and in English in 1998 as The Shamans of Pre-history: Trance and Magic in the Decorated Caves), is an argument that moves beyond the earlier neuropsychological model to include a series of other features of the sites. While Clottes and Lewis-Williams stop short of claiming that all Paleolithic cave art is shamanistic in origin, they provide a compelling case that some, perhaps most of it, had such an origin.


  As with Lewis-Williams’s earlier work, his ethnographic and neuropsychological perspectives inform the argument that he and Clottes formulated. From this perspective, the southern African and western North American shamans conceptualized rock art sites as portals into the supernatural realm. The rock face, as the veil between the sacred and mundane, parted with the shamans’ entry into an altered state. This allowed them access to the sacred or, similarly, permitted the spirits of the other world to slip into ours. In verbal accounts recorded by anthropologists, Native American shamans, for example, sometimes describe their entry into the sacred as walking down a tunnel that has opened up in the rock face.26


  This cross-cultural conceptualization can be partly explained neuropsychologically in terms of certain visual and somatic effects of trance. A common reaction to an altered state, be it meditative, drug induced, or simply a result of too much alcohol, is the sense of weightlessness and spinning, with visual imagery revolving around the edges of our sight. This is the sensation of a vortex, one quickly recognizable by anyone who has ever, on occasion, drank too much, laid down in bed, and felt the room spin around. Feelings of weightlessness and movement sometimes accompany the vortex, contributing to a belief in a physical shift from the natural to the supernatural world. Anthropologists refer to this cross-cultural theme as “mystical flight.” In the 1960s and 1970s, members of my generation referred to drug-induced, altered states of consciousness with the same bodily sensations, using the similar metaphor of a “trip.” Certain indigenous, lowland South American groups traditionally use this same linguistic metaphor, by entirely independent invention, to describe their ritual hallucinatory experiences.27 Today, the term “out-of-body experience” is commonly employed in our culture for the same reaction, especially by those more interested in consciousness expansion than drug-stimulated reverie. But in each case, linguistic metaphors based on bodily reactions are used to verbally describe what, otherwise, is an emotionally charged, yet largely ineffable, experience.


  Clottes and Lewis-Williams argued, in essence, that the caves themselves were natural topographic models of the trance experience. As the “entrails of the underworld,” they were the vortex that, through ritual trance, the shaman used to access the supernatural. And the fact that sensory deprivation, resulting from isolation in the deep caverns, can easily lead to an altered state of consciousness—a problem that archaeologists working in the caves sometimes confront,28 and that provided the central tension in E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India (1924)—makes the direct physiological connection between the caves and trance hard to refute.


  Evidence of such a Paleolithic belief and purpose could be seen not simply in the art itself, they argued, but also in the relationship between the art and the cave walls.29 They pointed especially to the use of the undulating rock walls and ceilings, and how these were incorporated into the paintings, as suggestive of the idea that the Paleolithic artists were bringing out what was already present on the far side of the wall: “transforming the given into the created.” A curved cave wall, thus, forms the back of a bison, or the velvety flowstone that coats certain areas in caves serves as the throat and chest of a megaceros (an extinct deer). In each case, careful and intentional use of soft light and shadows—as would be provided by the simple pine torch of the early artists—alternately reveals or hides the figures already contained within the supernatural.


  Paleolithic art was then, in a sense, “found art.” The shaman/artists combined ritual trance with the unusual environment of the caves to find and fix what normally could not be discerned, thus preserving their perceptions, for all of time, of their sacred realm. Yet in certain cases, Clottes and Lewis-Williams carefully pointed out, the art was much more than just a series of single graphic images, made by different individual artists reacting to specific spots on cave walls, during their particular trance experiences. Some sites were true and massive compositions created by groups of artists, presumably following some master shaman’s design. These, too, seem to encode a shamanistic view of the supernatural, albeit on a grand scale. This suggests a kind of larger, formal, and group-based shamanistic art that is distinct from that created by the largely individualistic and idiosyncratic shamanistic cultures that we know from historical hunters and gatherers. (The best analogy perhaps is a kind of shamanistic Sistine Chapel, symbolizing a complex mythology, rather than just a single painting of a saint.) Paleolithic art and religion then appear to have been shamanistic but, in at least some cases, this comprised a kind of shamanism that has no complete analog to the different shamanistic cultures and religions we know from recent times.


  I had an opportunity to examine and discuss the shamanistic symbolism of the most dramatic of these cave compositions with Lewis-Williams in 1997, when he, Tamara Koteles Whitley (my wife and fellow archaeologist), and I visited Lascaux Cave. Lascaux is perhaps the most famous and beautiful of the Paleolithic caves. Discovered in 1940, it is renowned for its numerous large (some even life-sized) polychrome paintings of bulls, horses, and other animals.30 Entry into the painted portion of Lascaux starts in the so-called Salon of the Bulls, a true Paleolithic bestiary. This is a medium-sized, tunnel-shaped chamber that is roughly twenty feet in diameter and about forty feet long. Its walls are covered with paintings, almost all of which are animals and most of which are headed in one direction, down-chamber toward a quickly narrowing, descending portion of the cave known as the Axial Gallery. Included on the walls of the Salon of the Bulls is the famous, if fancifully named, “Chinese horse” (illustrated in almost every historical overview of Western art), as well as more enigmatic paintings, such as the curious straight-horned “unicorn.” Careful examination also shows examples of the geometric “signs” of Paleolithic art: the entoptic patterns identified as characteristic aspects of trance imagery in Lewis-Williams’s neuropsychological model.


  Standing in the middle of the Salon of the Bulls and looking down-chamber, it was impossible not to feel that I was in the midst of a large but strangely silent herd of prehistoric animals that rushed headlong deeper into the cave, carrying me with them into its recesses. And there, in the Axial Gallery where the cave narrows to a shoulder’s width and begins to plunge downward, David pointed to the paintings of animals that literally swirl up and across the cave roof in a constricting spiral, as if they are spinning into a maelstrom. This, he suggested, was a massive painting of the vortex of the shaman’s trance, preserved graphically some eighteen thousand years ago, symbolizing that passage into the cave was itself a movement into the supernatural. Perhaps this was intended to help ritual initiates understand what they would experience when they finally parted the veil between the natural and supernatural worlds.


  Like all archaeological explanations, David’s interpretation of Lascaux can never be proven in the laboratory sense of this term (at least, until someone invents a time machine). But it is scientifically convincing because it accounts for the evidence in the cave and is partly based on universal human reactions to trance that have not changed over time. It is also emotionally compelling. As we turned to leave Lascaux, I looked over at Tamara, who I know to be levelheaded, practical, and not particularly emotive (important personal qualities when one spends much of her time in remote field camps under arduous conditions). Though we have worked together at and visited hundreds of sites all over the world, this was an experience of an entirely different kind. Tears were streaming down her face—an intense and personal reaction to Lascaux and especially to David’s interpretation of it.


  To be sure, Clottes and Lewis-Williams’s shamanistic interpretation explains disparate aspects of this art that, previously, had been thought unrelated or left unexplained (the iconic and entoptic forms as logical and related components of a single artistic tradition, for example). They incorporated details about the placement of individual images on the rock surfaces that had been largely unrecognized or considered simply idiosyncratic (the use of the rock face in the composition of individual motifs). And they treated the caves themselves as large topographical compositions, thereby pointing to a kind of shamanistic art—and, by inference, religion and society—that may have no precise recent counterpart or analogue.


  By all counts, a great time for the study, interpretation, and understanding of Paleolithic art seemed at hand, one made all the more timely by the discovery of Chauvet Cave. For the beauty of the Chauvet paintings certainly rivals those at Lascaux, thereby promoting an international interest in this art and what it implies. Moreover, the immediate and complete protection of Chauvet promised a wealth of archaeological information not previously obtained in the earlier-discovered caves.


  But this was foiled, for a time at least, by an onslaught of legal battles. These were prompted, as in most circumstances, by an unfortunate mix of misunderstandings, greed, and sheer ego. And like a bad Hollywood divorce, they were played out in detail in the pages of French newspapers.

  





  CHAPTER 2


  INSIDE CHAUVET


  The legal and political battles over Chauvet Cave began shortly after its discovery. Following his standard practice, Clottes photographed many of the paintings on his early visits, making duplicates to give to the Ministry of Culture and to keep for personal research purposes.1 He also removed some charcoal samples for radiocarbon dating. These came back with somewhat unexpected and astonishing results. The art dated to approximately thirty thousand years ago. (Eventually the age of the site, confirmed by additional analyses, would run from about thirty-five to twenty-six thousand years and suggest two different episodes of use.)2 This was twice as old as Altamira and more than ten thousand years older than Lascaux. Chauvet Cave had art that was not simply on par with the finest Paleolithic examples. It was, by significant margin, the oldest cave art in the world and it dramatically disproved any contention that our human artistic capabilities had evolved, over time, from simple to complex. When art first appeared, it appeared full-blown in a technically and aesthetically sophisticated fashion.


  Clottes’s superiors were quick to realize the international importance of the site and what it could mean economically. Unbeknownst to him, they sold his photos to a commercial agency that placed them on the international market for about $90,000 for the set. Fellow French archaeologists soon heard part of this story and, as my daughter might say, went ballistic.3 Not recognizing that he had nothing to do with the arrangement, nor stood to benefit from it in
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