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SOME NEW DEVELOPMENTS 11W ¡CE AGE ART

PaulG. Bahn*

cx. - Recent research has considerably changed our knowledge about Cave Art. Entirely
new sites have been discovered, as well as new decorated walls on previously well known caves. Mo-
dern techniques related with chronology and pigment analysisare transformingclassicalschemes
and offer newperspectivesaboutthis subject

Rssuurn. - Los estudios recientes han transformado nuestro conocimiento sobre el Arte Paleolíti-
co. Se han descubiertonuevosyacimientos,así comopanelesen cuevasya conocidas.Las nuevas
tecnologíasrelacionadasconla cronologíay el análisisde pigmentosestáncambiandolosesque-
masclásicos,y abrennuevasperspectivassobreeste tipo dearte.

KEYWÚRDs:CaveArt. Palaeolithic. Chronology.PigmentAnalysis.Distribution. Newtrends.

PAL4BRA5CLAVE: Arte Rupestre. Paleolítico. Cronología.Análisis de Pigmentos.Distribución.
Nuevastendencias.

1. INTRODUCTION

It is now someyears since1 wrote a review
of Ice Age imagery(Baba& Vertut 1988),andineví-
tably in that timea greatdeal hasbeenlearned,and
somemajor newdiscoverieshavebeenmade.Indeed,
thanksto the introductionof detailedanalysisof pig-
mentsandof directdating, thelastfew yearscanar-
guably be describedas te most exciting and most
importantphasein lee Ageart studiessincete plie-
nomenon was first discovered and authenticated.
This paperwill examinea few of thesenew develop-
mentsand look at the future directionsof te disci-
pline.

2. NEW DISCOVERIES

New decoratedcavesandrock-shelterscon-
tinue to be found, at a rate of about oneper year.
Most comprise previously unnoticedmarks on the
walls of well-known sites—such as Gourdanor Le
Placard—whíle entireíynew decoratedsitessuchas
te GrotteCosquer(seeClottes,this volume) remain
majorexceptions.At thesanietime, newoccurrences

of probablePalaeolithicengravingson rocksin the
open air have been found in Spain (see Martínez
1992;Balin 1992;BalbínandAlcolea, Uds volume).

The apparentdoniinanceof decoratedcaves
in the Upper Palaeolithicrecord is almost certainly
illusory (Baba1993a).Justascave-moutsandrock-
sheltersweremerelyte siteswhereearlyarchaeolo-
gistscouldmosteasilydiscoverthe accumulatedresí-
duesof Ice Age occupation,so tesewere also te
placeswhere parietalart of te period had merely
survived successfully. Neither cave-dwelling nor
cave-decorationis truly characteristicof te Upper
Palaeolithic.

Conversely it seemsprobablethat decora-
tion of rock-shelterswasfar commonerthanwe sup-
pose, even in the earliestphasesof the Upper Pa-
laeolithic,but that mostof te evidencehasweate-
redaway over te millennia: tis is exemplifled by
te abri Pataud(Dordogne)whereevery layerof oc-
cupationcontainsfallen fragmentsof what seemsto
havebeena pennanentlypaintedand engravedwall
andceiling (Delluc & Delluc 1991: 206, 211).Toge-
ter wit te reccntly discoveredearlyengravingsfa-
llen from cave walls in sout-westGermany(Haba
1991), this evidenceshows tat it is primarily geo-
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morphological selectionrather thaa “cultural refu-
gia” that determinedthe surviving exampleof cave
art.

Hahnhasalsofoundablock in the Aurigna-
cian levels of Gcissenklósterlecavebearingtracesof
red and yellow paint (Kozlowski 1992: 41). Other
possibleremnantsof CentralEuropeancaveart have
also been found in former Czechoslovakia,where
Olivaencounteredsome“y” signsin red ochrecove-
red by calcíte on te wall of Mladec Cave, and in
Hungarywhere somepossibly Palaeolithicengraved
motifs havebeen found on te wall of the cave of
JenóHillcbraad (ibid.: 41/2). TheRussiancaveof Ig-
natiev, in the Urals, has now beenpublishedmore
fully aud contains far more images than liad been
flrst reported,includinga remarkablestylisedbovid
and a stylised human female wíth 28 dots between
herlegs(Petrin & Sirokov 1991;Petrin1992); ifthe-
se figurescanbe provedto be Palaeolithic(someIce
Ageoccupationhasbeenfound in the cave,buttat
doesnot necessarilydatetesefigures) theywill be a
remarkableadditionto ourknowledgeof theperiod.

Whereportableart of te period is concer-
ned,mostof te importantnew flnds of recentyears
havebeenmadein northern Spain(seeFortea, Cor-
chón, this voluine), but a specialmentionmust be
made of the remarkablefemale figurine found at
Galgenberg,nearKrems (Austria), in 1988 (Neuge-
bauer-Maresch1987); dating to more than 31000
yearsago,it is a small, fiat stonecarvingdepicting a
woman standingwith one hand on the hp and tbe
oter arm folded back at the elbow. Such a lively
designforms a stark contastwith the static, solid,
symnietrical“venus” figurinesof somemillenaia la-
ter, audprovesonceagain, like the early ivory sta-
tuettes from south-west Germany, that thc early
UpperPalaeolitbiccontainssome of te most start-
ling audsophisticatedimageryof tbe whole Ice Age.
More exámplesof Pre-UpperPalaeolitic “art” are
also accumulating,thoughmany of tem are still a
sourceof contention.An extensívebut by no means
exhaustivelist of thewide variety of apparéntlynon-
functional plienomenapresentin Middle and even
Lower Palaeoliticsites hasbeencompiledby Bed-
narik (1992),but sincetben moreexampleshaveco-
me to light —mostnotably at ProlomII Cavein the
Crimea(Stepanchuk1993)wheretheMiddle Palaco-
lithic layershaveyieldeda largeseriesof perforated
bonesaswell as a horsecaninemarkedwith five pa-
raid engravedlines aada saigaplialangebearinga
fan-like engravedmotif

At te sametime, the list of examplesof
Pleistoceneart Vn othercontinents(Bahn 199la) has
alsoexpanded.In China, thefirst definite specimen

of Palaeolithicdecorationhascometo light (Bedna-
rik & You 1991): an engravedpiece of antíerfrom
Longgu Cave, dating to about 13000years ago. In
Nort America, ANIS and cation-ratio ages have
been obtained from the rock vamish coveringpe-
troglyphs, someof which are in the late Pleistocene
(Whitley & Dom 1993); a geometricpatternin Ari-
zonagaye results around 18000 BP, wbile a zoo-
morphic engraving from California was dated to
around14000 yearsago. In Sout America,at Pedra
Furada(Brazil), fallen rock paintingshavebeenda-
ted lo between10000 and 12000 yearsago,andper-
hapsevento 17000, on the basis of charcoalin the
sanielayers(Baba1991a:92). Directdating of orga-
nic carbon in a pigmentbalí, fashionedby humans
andapparentlyworn asanornament,from theBrazi-
lían shelterof Perna(Chaifee,Hyman& Rowe 1993)
gayea resultof 15250+ 335 BP.

In WesternAustralia,a necklaceof 22 small
Conus shells, deliberatelymodified as beads,audda-
ting to about32000yearsago,hasbeendiscoveredat
Mandu ManduCreekrock-sheltcr(Morse 1993).Da-
ting of rockvarnishcoveringpetroglyphs—by both
ANIS radiocarbonandby cation-ratio— has produ-
ced startlingresultsin SouthAustralia,with mi oval
at Wharton Hill producing a result of more than
42000 years,anda complexcurvilinear motif at Pa-
naraañteeNortb giving 43140 + 3000 years ago
(Nobbs& Dorn 1993),while what maybe a painting
on te wall of a rockshelterin Queenslandhaspro-
duced a date of 24600 BP (Watchmaa1993). In
otherwords, it is becomingever clearerthat Europe
was not alone in producíngart during te last Ice
Age. TUs doesnotdiminish the importanceof Euro-
pe’s Palacolitieart in any way, but sets it into a
clearercontextof worldwide artisticactivity, someof
which predatestheEuropeanimagery.

3. THE

The tecbniquesof modernsciencehavere-
cently beenbrought to bearon Palacolithic art wit
profound consequences.Analysis of pigments liad
beencarried out sincethe turn of the century,but in
te past was only done in relatively crude ways
which dependedon chemicalreaction.Today, only a
tiny amount of pigment is required, and tbe new
techiquesthat canbe appliedto it —suchasscan-
ning electron microscopy, X-ray diffraction and
proton-inducedX-ray emission—produce a highly
detailedanalysisof thepaint’s content.Similarly, ra-
diocarbondating could not be appliedtu cave art in
the past, partly becausethc pigments were not
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tboughtto containorganicmaterial,audevenif they
did the amountrequiredto producea datewould ha-
ve removedentire figures. Thc scientific advances
havenot only shown that organicmaterial(notably
charcoal) was used far more ofien tban had been
thougbt,but alsocanobtain a datefrom a merepin-
prick of pigment thanks 40 AcceleratorMass Spec-
trometry.

Tbis kind of analysiswaspioneeredby Mi-
chel Lorblanchetin tbeQuercyand thentakenup by
JeanClottes andhis team in the Ariége,and subse-
quently elsewhere(setClottes,this volume).Theap-
plication of direct dating methods to Palaeolithic
parietaldecorationhas only just begun, and so far
hasbeenacitievedat only five sites(Cougnac,Niau~x,
Altamira, El Castillo, Cosquer).Naturally, the tech-
nique is in its infancyandeacbdatemust beconside-
red only tentative and imperfect. Nevertheless,one
messagehas alreadyemergedloud and clear from
the (albeit sparseand preliminary) resultsobtained:
te executionof te decorationin tesecaveswasfar
more complex and episodic than had hitherto been
supposed.

It seemsthat neither Breuil, who saw cave
art simply as an accumulationof figures, nor Leroi-
Gourhan,who saweachcaveessentiallyas a bomo-
geneouscomposition,wascorrect: as usual in ar-
chaeology,te truth lies somewherebetweenthe two
extremes,and the decorationof cavescanbe seenas
an accmnulationof different composítionsscattered
throughtime. Cosquer,for example, hasat least two
phases(Clottes et aL 1992). Tbe Salon Noir of
Niaux, previouslytbought to be extremelyhomoge-
neous,also has at least two (Clottes et aL 1992),
while Cougnac—whosefamousMegalocerospanel
was confidently thougbt to belong 40 a single pha-
se— has at least tbree or four episodesspanning
many millennia, with evenits adjacentMegaloceros
figures producingmarkedlydifferent ages(Lorbían-
cbet1993).

II apparently“simple” caves like thesehayo
yieldcd such surprising results, it is a priori higbly
probablethat tbe samewill be true of caveswith mo-
re complexdecoration.Amongstte mostcomplexis
tat of Lascaux,anda recentreexaminationof alí the
evidenceavailableaboutthat the cavehaslcd to a ra-
dical reinteipretation of dic orthodox view (Baba
1993b). In my opinion, te famoussbaftor “Puits”
constituteda separatesite wbich wasfrequentedso-
mewhatlatertan the periodof Lascaux’sarcbaeolo-
gical layer; and contrary to the view tat has been
acceptedfor te pastfew decades,te art of themain

cave is by no meansa homogeneouswhole, but be-
longsto a numberof different periods,andperhaps
even in paft to dxc holocene.The analysisof pig-
mentsand, onehopes,direct dating of parietal figu-
res (the bugeblack aurochscontain wood charcoal)
areguaranteedto producesomesurprises,astheyha-
ve in every caseso far. Onecan confldently predict
that Lascaux’s days as a bomogeneouscomposition
are numbered,aud it will soon be revealedas a
high]y complex accumulationof compositionsspan-
ninga far longerperiodof prehistorytan hasbeen
supposed(Bahn, ibid).

An incidental but neverthelessimportant
contributionof the new scientiflc techniquesis that
we are nowbelterable to invesúgatepotential fakes
and eitherexposeor authenticatetem. The analysis
of some piecesof dubiousportableart, such as te
abri Pataud“venus” or te Brassempouyhead(see
Baba 1993c), is still beyond current expertise,but
wliere parietalart is concerned,greatprogresshas
beenmade. It wasprimarily scientificanalysiswhich
confirmed dic grave doubtsarousedamongspecia-
lists by newspaperphotographsof te figures iii Zu-
bialdeCaveandprovedthat most,if not alt, its figu-
res were of recent manufacture(Balin ibid.); and
equally it was scientific analysiswhicli brought firm
and final proof of te authenticityof CosquerCave
(seeClottes,this volume). Wherespecificdoubtslin-
ger—for exainple,over a handful of figures in the
caveof Rouffignac(seeBahn 1993c)—suchanalyses
and/or dating should now be able to settle te issue
onceandfor alí andeitherprovethem to be recentor
confirmtheir attribution to te Palaeolitic.

Ono overalí result of the new analysesaud
dates—ovenbearingin mmd their uncertaintiesand
pítfalls— is that excessivelysubjectivemetodsof
datíngby stylealoneare beginningto beata retrcat,
sincethey are being sbown to be hopelesslyinade-
quate(Lorblanchet1993).Tbis is not40 saythat style
no longer has a place in studiesof Palaeolitbicart
—sucha propositionwould be absurd(seedebatein
Lorblanchet& Bahn 1993)— but direct dateshave
alreadydemonstratedtheimprecisenatureof stylistic
dating. Palaeolitbic art is already rapidly moving
away from the linear evolutive schemesof te past,
as it is beingrealisedthat two very diffcrent periods
or widely separatedplacescan producevery similar
styles,a singlestylecanspana very long time auda
big area and,conversely, that a single period can
produceverydifferent stylesside by side, troughar-
tistic choiceanddevclopment,varying function, and
differing rocksurfacesor location.
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4. NEW
ART

particularrock shapes,they would also haveutilised
anyacousticpeculiaritiesto te 14111.

The most importanídevelopmentin recent
yearshasbeenthe creationof the “Groupe de Pifie-
xion sur l’Art Pariétal Paléolithique”, whose mee-
tings several times per year since 1984 have lcd to
the publication of a volume (Groupc 1993) contai-
ningan appraisalof the “stateof the art”: termsare
definecl,and the volume constitutesa collective sur-
vey of the aims and metbodsused at presentin re-
scarchon Palaeolithiccaveart in France.

Individual membersof tbe group havealso
continuedto makecontributionsto specifieaspecísof
Palaeoliticcaveart. Michel Lorbianchel,for exam-
píe, has carriedout furtber experimentsin replica-
ting differentkindsof figures, mosírecentlyby using
thespitting techniqueof tbeAustralianAboriginesto
recreate thc spotted horse panel of Pecb Merle
(Lorblanchet 1991) and a Lascaux-typebiclirome
horse(Jobansonet aL 1994: 3 14-323). Michel Dau-
vois hasundertakendetailedstudiesof severalcaves
in tcrms of teir acousticproperties(Dauvois& Bou-
tillon 1990; Reznikoff& Dauvois 1988), fxndíng a
frequentcorrelationbetweentbe locationsof decora-
tion andte arcasof bestresonancefor men’svoices.
More recently, Waller (1993 a/b) has tried lo extend
this idea to te content of rock art, claiming that
earlyartistsingeniouslyusedtbecaves’acousticsand
echoesto conjureup the soundsmadeby moving
herdsof lioofed animals.Ile hasfound—by yelling,
clapping or striking stones together—thai in deep
caveslike LascauxandFont de Gaumneechoesin ihe
painted chambersproducesoundlevels of bctween
23 and 31 decibels,whereasdeepcavewalls decora-
lcd with stealtliy cats (like Lascaux’s“Cabinet des
Félins”) producesoundlevels of only 1 to 7 decíbels,
while undecoratedsurfacesareoften ‘totally fiat’.

Someof Waller’s interpretations,linking the
acousticsto thunderingungulate herdsor lo silení
carnivores,areless tan convincingandfail to fit the
data.Nevertheles,studiesof this type are valuablein
that they are trying to revive something that one
might imagine gone for ever: te sound dimension
thai accompaniedwhateverritualsmay havebeenca-
rried out in decoratedcavesand rock-shelters.Natu-
rally tey can prove nothing about somethingso
ephemeraland short-lived: but ifa consisíentcorre-
lation can be found between acousticquality aud
‘principal decoratedpanels’ it will certainly provide
some indicationthat soundplayedan importanírole.
In view of dic obviousintelligenceof te caveartisis,
it is extremelylikely that, sinceíhey book fulí advan-
tageof the morpho¡ogyof the caveendespeciallyof

5. CONCLUSION

The inunediatefuture will, 1 believe, seea
concentrationon tbe improvementof our data-base.
Ml earlyfinds of doubtful provenancemustbe chec-
ka! auddatedwherepossible;early tracingsby me-
íhods moresubjective tlan those of today must be
cheekedand redone. The traditional assumptions
tat hayo beenmade.suchas tose concerningsty-
listic attribution, or tbe dominanceof cave art, and
te distribution of Palaeolithicart in Europe,areal-
readybeing calledinto question.New flnds, particu-
larly those from pre-UpperPalaeolithicperiodsaud
from outside Europe, will increasein numberand
importance,so tat a world-view of Pleistoceneart
will eventuallybecomedominaní.Altliough it is now
6 years sinceBabn & Vertut (1988)appeared,it re-
mains, as far as 1 am aware, te ouly bock on Ice
Age art lo accorda chapterlo flnds outsideEurope.
Severallargebookson Palaeolithícart havebeenpu-
blished in tat time, both in Franceand Italy, yet
flnds outside Eurasia are not even mentioned in
them.

Sincete deathof AndréLeroi-Gourhan,no
new all-embracingtheo¡yhas beenput forward for
Palaeolitic art, at least none by anyonewell ac-
quainíedwith te dataandwhich terefore canbe la-
ken seriously. Attemps to resurrectoíd ideas of
huníing magic, dressedup in te modernguise of
“transmitting information aboutbunting” (seeBaba
1991b),arebasedon a good dealof wisbful thinking
—removingfigures from their contexí,aud setting
out argumeníswit very poor second-or tird-hand
copies gleaned highly subjectively from corpuses.
The few figureswhich canbe madeto f¡t thehypo-
tbesisare so rare andunrepresentativeof the whole
that it is self-evidentthat te vast majorityof Palaco-
lithic art hasnotbingwhatsoeverto do wit hunling
or teachingin suchsimpletemis.

There is currently a tendencyamongtose
with little knowledgeof Palaeoliticart to want or
assumeit to be useful in simpleevolutionaryterms,
lo seeit as primarily functional—yet its location xvi-
tin the caves,its repeatedpatterns,andte contrasts
betweenparietalandportableart alí cry out against
this. One hopestat tese ideas representte last
gaspof suchsimplistic auderroneousviews, because
over dic nexí few years te rapid accumulationof
pigmentanalysesaudof soliddirect datesfrom many
cavesis going to revolutionisetbe subjecl: nol only



SOMENEW DEVELOPMENTS114 ICE AGEART 201

by revealingtbe enormouscomplexity of decoration
in cadi site, but also by enablingus lo know better
what wasdrawn in wbich parts of te cave aud in
how manyepisodes.It is wbenwehavemoredataof
tat kind tat it may bepossibleto producethe “next

big theory”, tough oneremainsscepticalwhethera
singletheoryto encompasssomanymillenniaandso
many different kinds and contextsof art is eíther
possibleor necessaryanymore.
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