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THE MANY FACES OF ALTAMIRA

LeslieG. Freeman*

Ausm~cr.- Thispaper tries to exploresomedimensionsof the usesof the past in the present.
The discoveryandvalidationofAltamira servesasan exampleofhowmythsandbeliefshavecon-
ditioned the researchabout the most important assemblagesof Palaeolithic art Professionals
shouldbepreparedto recognisehowtheir interpretationsare mediatedby their mvii background.

REsUMEN.-En estetrabajo sepretendendetectarciertas dimensionesde los usosdel pasadoen
elpresente.El descubrimientoy la autentWcacióndeAltamira sirvecomoejemplode cómomitos
y creenciashan condicionadola investigaciónde losconjuntosmásimportantesde artepaleolíti-
co. Losprofesionalesdeberíansaberreconocerhastaquépuntosusinterpretacionesestánmedia-
tizadaspor supropio entorno.
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1, INTRODUCTION

It has sometimesassertedthat archaeologi-
cal researchlacks contemporaryrelevance.On the
contray,casesof archaeologicaldiscoveriesthat ha-
ve practical value todayare not hardto find; takefor
examplethe rediscoveryof dcxv irrigation and more
recently Kolata’s reconstructionof the ingeninusand
productive raisedficíd systemof Tiwanaku (Kolata
1993).They haveother, lesspractical,dimensionsof
meaning,as wefl. Prebistoricmonumentsthemselves
have beenturned to use by the modern world in
manyways, acquiringanoverlayof meaningthat is
seldomexploredby prehistorians.That seemsto be
particularytraefor two kind of sites: thosewith hu-
man interments,and thosewith importantassembla-
ges of wall art -the major paintedof the Franco-
Cantabrianregion-.Most discussionof Altamira aud
the other painted caves centers (as it rightfully
should)onthe meaningof thedecorationsas cultural
manifestationsfrom the prehistoricpast. With my
colleagues,1 havepublishedseveralarticlestrying to
interpretAltaniira’sdecorationsfrom thatstandpoirit.
Such interpretationsoniy telí onepart of the story.
Otherdimensionsof meaningarealsoimporlant.

One exampleof prcsentusesof the past is
well known to any prehistorianwho hasworked in
the field. Very often, the countrymenliving nearan
ñnportancprebisroricsitehavefabricatedfanciflil ta-
les about it. Ihesewe generallysmile at and ignore.
They may be as imaginative as the stories about
Christiansaintsthat havegrownoverthe agesinpo-
pulartradition -for example,the ideathat St. Cecilia
played the organand saaghymns of praiseas she
was being martyred. There is probably more reía-
tionship betweenthe twa domainsiban is ordinarily
suspected.

Thestudyof legendsaboutthepaintedcaves
isjust oneinterestingaspectof a muchbroaderfield,
the investigationof the contemporary“meaning” of
prehistoricmonuments.Thistopic is huge,involving
asit doestheways in wliich prehistoricsitesandma-
teríals,nr conceptsaboutthepast,whethercorrectnr
misguided,are integratedin the countriesin which
wework into modernsystemsof beliefandactionby
governments,political movements,art, religious sys-
tems, cults, legends,etc. In some cases,the modern
usesof the pasÉ¡nay beas interestingandrelevantto
nur work as the meaxñngof our documentsfor pre-
history.
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It is an undeniablefact tihat, in certain ca-
ses, traditional archacologicalconcernsabout age,
artifact classiflcation,manufacturingtechniques,and
functionsmay be less enlighteningibaninformation
abouthowthe documentsfrom thepasthavebeenin-
terpretedandusedin the agessincetheir production.
Well-referencedexamplesare not hardto find from
laterperiods.The “Shroudof Turin” wasproducedat
a particular time using a specifiable set of techni-
ques.However, its age, the mannerof its production,
in fact alí the detailsconcerningits possibleauthen-
ticity, are, in the caseof that particular artifact, of
considerablyless importanceand interestlo anthro-
pologistsiban theways inwl’iich the shroudhasser-
ved as a condensationaud validation of belief, a
stimulusto behavior,andas a nexusof interpersonal
and intergrouprelationsthroughthecenturies.

Like the Turin shroud,manyprehistoricsi-
tes continixe to have aix importantmeaningthat has
little or nothingto do with their importanceasscien-
tific docunxentsaboutprehistoiy. It is my belief that
as professionalswe are obliged to study and report
that information. It is an aspectof our documents
ibat may proveof the greatestimportancein recons-
tructingandunderstandingthe origin and transmis-
sion of follc belief, or of our own preconceptionsand
motives as prehistorians.There may be signiflcant
patternsand trajectoriesof beliefand behaviorthat
canbestbe seen-or can only be seen- in ibe many
usesof thepastin thepresent.

Prehistoriansibemselveshavenot generally
mademuch systematicattemptto gaiherinfonnation
aboutibis topic or to analyzeandunderstandit. Even
thosewho do routinely gatherandusesuchknowled-
ge regard it as somehowtrivial and certainly peri-
pheralto morecentralardhacologicalconcerns.This
“insignificant” infonnationseldomappearsun mono-
graphicreportsaboutPalaeolithicsites. The subject
deservesmoreseriousattention:it is relevantnotjust
to prehistorians,but also to othersocial scientistsof
a varietyof persuasions.No knowledgeis ever tri-
vial; supposedlyperipheralor unimportantinforma-
tion of this sort ftequentlyhaspracticalimplications
for research,facilitating easierrelationsbetweente
archaeologistsand te local populace,regionalbu-
reaucraciesor national governñxents.Prehistorians
who havegivenit dueattention havefoundtheir in-
terest rewardedwiib a better understandingof the
miheuun which theyoperate.

The following outline sketchesseveralas-
pectsof thepresentusesofthepastmorespecifically,
usingAltamira asa primeexample.

2. TIIE PAST IN THE PRESENT

2.1. The pastis politicized

Ideasaboutthe remotepast serveaswells-
prings of ethnic or national identity. Ofien, these
ideasare condensedon particularprehistoricmonu-
ments,just as monumentstruly associatedwith more
recentand historic figures un 115 or Spanishhistory
(say, IndependenceHall or the Alcázar de Toledo)
have servedto focus patriotic sentiment.Panicular
monumentsareregardedas paftofthe local heritage,
to be locally veneratednr exploitedwithout interfe-
rence by others, even by te central government.
Wherete sentimentalchargeis greal enough,con-
trol of tesemonumentsandassociatedsymbolsmay
becomea focusof contentionbetweenlocality and lo-
cality, region and nation, nr nation and nation. As
we are al aware, Ihe interpretationof prehistoric
monumentshas oflen beenforced into confonnity
with political doctrinesconcerningthe evolutionof
society, or used to justif~ those doctrines and pro-
grainsbasedonibem.

Someprehistoricsitesarete obligatoryloci
for civil validation ceremonies;unlesste sites are
used,the ceremonieslack legitimacy. Better-known
examplesincludethetriennialAd Montemfestivalat
Eton, the annualreadingof ibe laws by te Manx
parliamenton Tynwald Hill, or theuse of the Pont-
prydd Rocking Stoneas a site for political rallies
(Michelí 1982).

Altamira is usedas a conceptuallylegitimi-
zing sourceof identity in a related way. Any Spa-
niard writing a general history of Spain is almost
subconsciouslyand irresistibly compelledto discuss
te cave,as thoughit werea a prefigurationof cix-
aentSpanishcharacterandvalues. Spanishhistories
devotedto morespecializedtopics, such as ibe Re-
conquest, the Discovery, or the SpanishAmerican
War, often make at least a passingreferenceto ibe
cave.Latin Americans,ton, may fluid Altamiraaixes-
sential reflection of their Spanishheritage (see, for
example,Fuentes1992).There is usuallyno eanhly
reasonwhy Iheseworks needmentionAltamira -the
cave is not in any way illustrative of tixeir major ar-
gument-but its use as a sonof touchstoneseemsto
befelt asa moral obligation.

Territorial claims may bejustified by refe-
ronce to antiquitiesreal, imagined nr invented.Las-
que nationalismhas used the painted Palaeolithic
cavesof Franceand Spaintojusti1~’ claims thatBas-
queterritory extendedmuchfurther previouslythan
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it doesat present.Apellániz’s fine treatmentof Pa-
laeoliibic Art, ElArte Paleolíticoen el PaísVascoy
sus Vecinos(1982),gives so much spaceto Altamira
that it has beencited as supportingthis contention
(though Apellániz himself certainly made no such
cíaim). Somenon-Basqueshaveuncriticallyaccepted
theseterritorial assertions:Isidro Cicero’s oiberwise
excellent juvenile history of Cantabria, ¡‘indio
(1979), seemsto suggest that Palaeolithic residents
of Cantabriaspokea sort of Proto-Basqixe.

2.2. Imposingarchaenlogicalnionuments
serveas Iandmarks

Where, as oflen happens,they are pronil-
nent featuresof the landscape,monumentalbuildings
or archaeologicalmonumentsgive cultural order to
the mentalmaps(andoftento printedmaps:seefor
exampleibe BritishOrdnanceSurveyseries)of those
who haveto travel aboutwhat mayotherwisebe con-
ceived to be a relatively “featureless”landscape.The
Castillo hill un PuenteViesgo is a relevant,though
natural, example.Physicallyprominentarchaeologi-
cal monumentshaveevenbeenused to direct arti-
llery in modernwarfare.

2.3. Prehistoriesíructures,including caves,
may still be usedor inhabitedtoday

Somesiteshaveservedasbyresfor animals
nr humansheltersor dwellingsrelativelycontinunus-
ly since the Palaeoliibic. Inhabitedstmcturesbuilt
into cavesnr sheltersarecommonin theFrenchDor-
dogne,and in timeof war, troopshavebeenbilleted
and weapons,explosivesaud supplieshavebeensto-
red in prehistoricand liistoríc archaenlogicalmonu-
ments. Altamira itsetf servedas a powdermagazine
during the Civil War.

Many structuresthat survive from antiquity
saw extensivepractical service -nne thinks particu-
larly of walls, roads,bridgesandaqueducts.Many of
them have neededperiodic attention and repair for
continuedflrnctioning. Economicutility hasbeenibe
impetusneededto stimulaterestorationin such ca-
ses,ensuringtheir survival.

2.4. Archaeolog¡calinvestigationsand
famnusancienímonumentsoften have

greateconomicimportance

It hasbeenrumoredthat it is possibleto ma-
ke a decent living by teachingprehistoryat the Uni-
versity level, or by doing researchin theficíd. That

seemsto be just anothermoderamyth. But archaen-
logy may be economically important to non-spe-
cialists in manyways.

The University of ChicagosPalaeolithicexcava-
tions at Torralba aud Ambrona(Soria) during the
1960’s, were seasonallythe largestemployerof local
labor, and thelargestsinglesourceof cashinomefor
farmers,in an areaincludingadozenhamlets.In ibe
1980’s at Ambrona,excavatorsfoundthemselvesun a
tricky labor-managementdisagrecment(onethatwas
finally resolvedto the fulí satisfactionof the work-
men’s delegation).In their naivete,(particularly sin-
ce theywerepayinghigher salariesfor “unskilled la-
bor” thananyoneelsein ibe provinceof Soria)it had
nol flully struck Che fleid directorsthat theycould be
definedas a “Management”wiib economicinterests
opposed to those of ibe workmen the project
employed.

With increasedtourism anda growing mar-
ket for souvenirs,the manufactureof modernforge-
ries may becomean importantcottageindustry. So,
deplorably, may the illegal and clandestinesale of
real antiquitiesand the legitimate antiquitiestrade:
nne is aspericinus as ibe other. Where laws about
treasuretrove permit individual finders to keep a
portion of the antiquities ibey discover,evenwhere
thereis a cashrewardto the finder whenexcavated
remainsare turned over to responsiblescientific
agencies,clandestineexcavationand the antiquities
marketare encouraged.Many years ago, important
visitors to Altamira sometimesreceivedsmall “sou-
venirs”-piecesof bone,shells, evenstone tonís, dug
from the wall of the Altamira “cocina”. 1 haveseen
somenondescriptpiecespurportedto comeftom Al-
tamiraunprivatehands.

Archaenlogicalmonumentshavebeenmuch
usedin trademarksandadvertising.The saleof ciga-
rettescalledBisontes,usingasa brand-symbolnneof
the late Abbé Breuil’s copiesof an Altamira bison,
was the subject of litigation eventuallyresolvedin
ibe cigarette company’s favor. In the late 1980’s,
Ashton-Tateused the Altamira polychromesin an
advertisingcampaignpromotingnne of its graphics
programsfor personalcomputers.

Admissionsfees to prehistoricmonuments
canbe a substantialsourceof income.Altamira is a
site with the greatesteconomiepotential. At the
heightof unrestrictedpublic access,between400 and
500 tourists visited the cave each day un the two-
monib peak tourist season(100Añosdel Descubri-
mientodeAltamira, 1979). Thoughadmissionswere
not chargedat the time, concessionsfor the saleof
refreshmentsand souvenirs,books, and postcards,
wereve’)’ lucrative.
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The accident that a population is located
near a pricelessarchaeologicalmonumentmay give
local peoples and institutions the impressionthat
whatis in fact ibe heritageof alí humanityis instead
their particularbirthright. Were it concededthatone
individual, population,ethnic group, nr corporation
were the sole heir to ibe cave and its decorations,
that entity could theoreticallyexploit the site for its
own short-termgain, and iberewould be no way to
preventdamageto, or even ibe final destructionof,
the site. Some importantsites are known to have
beendamagednr destroyedfor economic gain in
Cantabria(principally by quarrying, as at La Pila).
Altamira itself is still notcompletelymit of danger.

Sometimes,local polities give up their eco-
nomic “rights” to antiquities in their territoriesonly
afterthe central governmentagreesto pay a substan-
tial regularcompensation.That is thecaseat Altami-
ra. This compactis alí that hassavedAltamira and
its depictionsfrom destruction.Nevertheless,there
are periodic outburstsof local resentmentaboutte
agreement,un thepolitical arenaandte popularme-
dia. The fact that the SpanishCentral Government
placedAltamira underits protectionby declaringthe
cave a part of its NationalMuseumsystem-it is the
only caveclassifiedasa museumin Spain-haspro-
voked someacrimoninusexchanges.It is still possi-
ble that political pressurecould reversemeasuresthe
nationalgovernmenthastakento protectthe site.

2.5. Archaenlogicaltourism stimulates
culturechange

Tourism, boib internal and (in te caseof
the mostimportantmonmnents)foreign,brings subs-
tantially greatereconomicbenefitsto local food and
lodgingestablishments:to pensiones,bedandbreak-
fast establishments,hotels,barsand restaurants.Fo-
reign tourists who visit prehistoricmonumentsare
on the whole bettereducated,wealthier,andusedto
a higherstandardof living thanthe average.Natio-
nal governmentsmay flnd that te provisionof ade-
quate facilities nr protection for tourists requires
them to provide those facilities at reasonablerates,
competingwith locals,nr at leastto overseethetreat-
ment of visitors directly. The pulí of Altamira, more
than thatof the Gothic town itself, hashad that im-
pactat Santillanadel Mar.

As chainsof nationalhostelriesspread,they
bring with them a standardizationof facilities, pri-
ces, customs,and languagethat would oiberwisebe
slowto find reception. Advancededucationandcos-

mopolitanismbecome increasinglycommon where
multilingualism,formal commercialtraiing, andan
ability to deal diplomatically witli educatedforeig-
nersare requisitesto te operationof sites and mu-
seums. The dress and comportmentof well-to-do
touristshaveanundeniableeffect on local modes,in-
ternationalizingthem.

2.6. The ancieníandenigmatieexercisesa
specialappeal,particularly whereit is
aestheticallypleasing

Handsomeand intrigiiing antiquitiesor pre-
historic monumentshaveexerteda panicularfasci-
nation through the ages. They have profoundly at-
tracted laterarchitects,artists, and landscapers,in-
fluencingibeir products.

A symbolic returnto thebeautifulformsand
styles of te pastas they were known nr imagined
was a hallmark of Renaissanceartists, of the Neo-
classicRevival, of Romanticism.Palaeolithicart has
a substantialand economically rewardingattraction
for collectorstoday. Forseveralyears,DouglasMa-
zonowiczhasmadebis living sellingmasterfúllito-
graphs,etchings,and serigraphsbasedon Palaeoli-
ibic paintings from Altamira and other sites. His
work hasa broad appeal,iboughsorneof his repro-
ductionsenhancenr completedetails that are diffi-
cult or impossible to see in the originals. (The mo-
dernistarchitectureof Gaudi is a relatedexample:it
self-cnnsciouslyand ingeniouslyadaptsthe shapes,
textures,and imaginarybeastsinhabitingte traver-
tinnuscavesand sheltersof his EasternSpanishho-
meland). Remoteantiquity has a two-edgedcharm.
Theotheredgeof theblade,thedarkchaosof the ca-
vern, is reflectedin “Grotesque”imagenin Western
an (so namedbecauseexcavatedRomanruins where
frescoesand statuesof such strange creaturesas
fauns were found were mistakenlythoughtto be ca-
ves).

In early lSth CentuiyEngland,no wealiby
aristocrat cnuld really gaze weith pleasureon his
propertiesunlessibeir romanticallytailored landsca-
pe included a ruin. A landlnrd with a good ruin
might havea go at restoring it to his own nr his
lady’s taste,to makea morepleasurableshowpiece.
The rich who were not lucky enoughto own a real
ruin built artificial cavesnr tunixcís to makeup for
the lack, decoratingthem wiib clystals, shells, and
statuesof savagebeasts.The grotto at Ascot Place,
Berkshire, is an excellent representativeof the type
(Crawford1979;Piggott1976).
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2.7. Prehistoricsitesandrelics becoinethe
tbemesand settingsof local legends

Theseseemto filí theneedof te folk for an
accountingof their presenceand “functions”. Local
folklore has incorporatedmany of the more visible
Palaeolithiccavesun NoribernSpain.Most of theca-
ve legendsfrom Cantabria,suchas ibose involving
the OjancanoandOjancana(Cyclopes)nr ibe Anjana
(Nymphs) are ronted in classicalantiquity. Passed
alongthe generations,suchstoriesacquirethe power
of commonknowledge,anddespitetheir implausibi-
lity, it is hardto shakethemwit contraryevidence.

A widespreadlegend speaks of a golden
Moorishtreasure,wrappedin a bulíhideandhidden
away in a Cantabriancavern. Cavesbearingnames
thatsoundto thepopularearlike referencesto Moors
(e.g. la Mora, Morín) reinforcesuch myths,despite
the fact tliat Cantabria,a wellspring of ibe Recon-
quest,neverfelí underMoorishdomination.

We haveheard from dozensof local people
that the caveof El Juyo(wherewe haveworkedfor
many years)has galleriesthat go on for miles, and
containsa subterraneanstreamthat emergeskilome-
tersaway in anotervillage. The site, openedin the
1950’s, has now beencompletelyexplored,and nei-
ter of tesetings is true -it is a small cavewit a
subterraneanstream whose emergencenearby has
beensatisfactorilydemonstratedwith coloredtracers.
Yet adultswe haveshown ibe whole cave say tath
whentey wcre children(that is, beforethecavewas
discovered)they personallyvisited the site and saw
what ibey could not possiblyhaveseen,and we are
convincedibat theyarenotdeliberatelylying.

Such tales mustnot be disregardedas abc-
rrationsof te uneducated.Rere are erudite myths
aswell, suchas te seventeenibcentu¡ytalethat te
village of Igollo wasthesite of a palacebuilt by Pm-
ceAstur, sonof Isis (Jo) andOsiris (lo = lollo = Igo-
lío). The ruins of the “palace” are in fact a natural
rock outcrop, not a prehistoricsite, but the story is
noneibelessillustrative. A heterodoxschonl of local
scholarshipperpetuatessuch tail stories -and even
wilder ones,aboutextraterrestrialsandAtlanteansin
te paintedcaves-today.

Evenprofessionalprehistoriansare not abc-
ve such fantasy.Many otherwisereasonableprofes-
sionaisstubbornlyentertainmisconceptionsthat are
justas improbableas are popularfolk-talesaboutte
caves.Theseinclude ibe unshakableconviction that
te commonestway of applying color to te cave
walls wasasa paint mixedwith grease.bínodnr ma-
rrow (no greasyor oily basewould penetratedamp
walls nr adhereaswell tothernaswould cIty pigment

1

nr a watersuspension),that animalsdepictedare not
te oneswhosebonesare foundin the fond debrisin
Palaeoliticlevelsat the sites(at Altamira, the mam-
malson te walls are the sameonesfound in Mag-
daleniandeposits), that alí Palaeolitic depictions
are finished masterpieces-neiiber children nor uns-
killed doodlershadanypartin tlieir production-(like
othersites,Altamira hasits shareof poorly executed
figures), and that Palaeolithicart is always located
on inaccessiblesurfaces-the highestceilingsnr dee-
pestrecessesof te remotestcavegalleries(te poly-
chromeson the GreatCeiling were closeto the cave
entry, and the ceiling wasve’y lnw). While eachof
theseaflinnations ma>’ correctly cliaracterizesorne
particularsite nr group of paintings,exceptionsout-
numberte “rules”. Re mostperplexingaspectof
thesebeliefsis their endurancein thefaceof somuch
contrar>’evidence.

Prehistor>’is a surprisinglyconservativedis-
cipline. Its practitionersmake eva>’effort to sustain
outmodedideasuntil te iast possibiernoment.Mi-
sinterpretationscreated,perpetuated,anddissemina-
tedby prehistoriansoflen originatein statements(so-
metimesout of context)by acceptedauiborities ibat
incorporateunacceptableoversirnplificationsnr over-
generalizationsaboutver>’ complexphenomena.So-
me of tesefixed ideaspersist as the result of di-
dacticoversimplificationby teacherstrying to drive
home a few easiiy rememberedprincipIes; they are
passedon from onegenerationto te next asconve-
nientaides-mémoire.Otersareharderto explain.

2.8. Prehistorieinonumentsandpopular
conceptionsaboutprehistoryareoften
usedby fringecults,esoteriesocieties
and othervoluntaryassociat¡ons

This is not the casefor Altamira, probabí>’
duebotli to the relativerecencyof its discoveryand
the fact that accesshasbeencontrolled. Oter sites
havebeen less fortunate.Mounds. stonecircies and
gallay graves are particularly frequent victims of
tesepractices.Not ton long ago, periodicrneetings
of local antiquariansocietiestraditionally took place
at famousand imposingarchaeclogicalsites;unhap-
pily, sornedarnageto the monumentsinevitably en-
sued.Groupsof speleologistsstill hold reunions at
caves,includingprehistoricsites,and to commemo-
rateteir visits will sometimesset a plaqueinto the
rock, nr chisel te group designationnr rnernbers’na-
mes into galler>’ walls. Fortunatel>’, most speieolo-
gists who work in te cavesof northemSpaincolla-
borateintimatel>’ wit preliistoriansnr include pre-
historiansin teir ranks;thosegroupsareamongte
first to condemnsuchvandalisrn.
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A splinterbranchof te Rosicrucians,foun-
dedby SI. MaeGregorMathers,wascalledte Tem-
píe of Cromiech,andibereareevidently similaryna-
med subdivisionsin te parentorganization.A tun-
nel-lilce rock chamberintended,1 presume,to sug-
gesta caveor passage-gravewasan importantritual
symbolfor that rite (Mathers 1988).

The useof Stonehengeasa ritual siteby the
so-calledDruid Revival is probablyte mostfamiliar
exampleof te cult use of aix archaeologicalsite. In
recentyears,Stonehengehasbeenfencedby the Brí-
tish Government,to preventvandalismand inciden-
tal dainage.The reconstituted“Cornish Bards” are
anothergroup assembhngpenodícallyat stone cir-
cíes(Michelí 1982).

2.9. Archaeological f¡nds and monuinents
may be turned to useby established
religion

This hasnot beenthe caseat Altamira, pro-
bably becauseit wasonly oflicialí>’ discoveredquite
recentí>’.Therehasbeeninsuflicient time for te site
to become incorporatedin pious legend un relevant
ways. However, oter examplesare not hardto fluid.
Aix elephantbone from nne of the Acheuleansites
nearMedinaceliwasveneratedtereas a relic in the.
Caibolicchurchof San Román,and annualí>’ carried
in religinusprocession.It wasiboughtto be aboneof
te giant camelwho pulled a wagonun which te re-
lics of four Christian martyrs were miraculously
transportedto theirfinal restingplace. A strikingca-
se of te associationof a Christiansaintxvit a pre-
historic monumentis a 16t CenturyFrenchpainting
now un te churchof St. Merry in Paris, showingSt.
Genevieveusing as her sheepfolda now destroyed
prehistoric stone circie at Nanterre(Micheil 1982:
110).

Caveswereused un cult andserved as mo-
deIsfor early religinus “architecture”. The occurren-
ce of early Christian relics in some caves suggests
that tey ma>’ haveservedasplacesof worship. Ca-
ves served as te refljge of hermits. The earliest
Christianchurchesin NoribernSpainarete Iglesias
Rupestres(mostly circa 9t Centur>’) -rock-cutchur-
cheslike that at Arroyuelosin Cantabria.Thesetui>’
churcheswereexcavatedfrom te living rock follo-
wing te model of a natura]cave.Someof thesacred
grottoesof te classicalperiodbecameshrinesof te
Virgin un Christian belief. Apparent referencesto
worship in cavesare oiber evidenceof te practice.
The followers of Priseillian seemto havecelebrated
initiation rites nr othersecretceremoniesin caves,a
practicefinally forbiddenunderpainof anatemaby

the First Councii of Zaragozain 380 AiD “nec habi-
tent latibula cubiculorumac montium qui un his sus-
picionibusperseverant (“Those who are obstinate
in thesebeiiefsshouldnot utilize hiddenchambersin
sepulchersnr huís” [for ibeir reunions]).

Human remains found buried un Roman
ruins underlyingmodernchurchesareoften venera-
ted as Christiansaints. It is weii known that pagan
reiigious buildings and shrineswere frequentí>’ con-
vertedto Christianuse,and that new Christiantem-
ples, with associatedinterments, were buiit atop
older non-Christianreligious foundations.Oní>’ ex-
ceptionalí>’is teredocumentar>’pronfof the identity
of te bones,andwhereciaims are madethat there-
mainsaretoseof a particularindividual, te basisis
mostfrequentí>’ notingbutpiousspeculation.

3. THE PRESENTIN THE PAST:
DISCOVERY AND VALIDATION
OFALTAMIRA

Otherinterestingaspectsof the past in te
presentare revealedby a closeexaminationof Alta-
mirashistor>’ asa monumentof Palaeolithicart. The
story of te discoveryand authenticationof its pain-
tings is a rich fleid for exploration,with facetswhose
understandingis important to antropologists,pre-
historians, psychologists, folklorists, and theolo-
gians.

As is well known,Altamiraspaintingswere
te first to be organizedas Palaeolithic. The cave
was found relativel>’ recentí>’ -it seemsthat it was
first known to the countrymenaroundSantillanain
1866-68. Becauseof its late discover>’, legendsof
ciassicalantiquity are not attachedto Altamira. The
legendsaboutte cave are more recent. With other
caves, mysterious passagewaysfrom te known,
eve¡ydayworld to te fascinatinganddangerousun-
derworld,Altamirasharesun a certainsymbolicmys-
tique. Thereareotherequallydeepdimensionsto te
symbolic value of tis cave as a monumentof Pa-
laeoiithicart.

Altamiras paintingsvividí>’ displa>’ the so-
phisticatedsymbolic and expressivecapacity of our
earlyancestors.Theyreflectte antiquity ofbehavior
ver>’ like our own, suggestingour own indestructibi-
lity -a comfortingaudappealingthoughtindeed Lí-
ke te tomb of the pharaohTutankhamen,Altamira
seemsto evidenceinmortality. Like the bodiesof so-
me saints.its sanctity is certified by its incornuptibi-
lity. The pubiic does not want to hear that the
paintings at Altamira are deteriorating,and when
ibe>’ areso informed. te>’ reactundisbelief, surethat
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the communityof scientistsis trying to sequesterte
siteand its paintingsfor financialgainnr othernefa-
musends.(Theseattitudescnuld be overcomewit
aix appropriateeducationalcampaign,but the Go-
vernmenthasyet notunderstondte needto mount
one).

Like thepyramids,nr theDomeofte Rock,
Altamira producesreverentialfeeiingsin ita visitors.
It is no accidentthat,whenreferringto importantde-
coratedcaves,studentsof Palaeoliibic art inevitabí>’
resort to te undefined term “sanctuary”, even
thoughmost non-trivial defiitions of the word do
notseemto fit the empiricalevidencefrom the caves
weil. Despite ibat fact, tere seemsto be general
agreementtat the term is appropriate.This ilí-de-
final conceptstrengthensquasi-religiousfeelings of
awethat havean unconsciousinfluenceon prehisto-
rianswho studyandevaluatethe depictions,evenat
the level of their basic description.JI te cavesare
sanetuaries,it follows that ibeir figures mustbe sup-
posedto iliustratetemesof fundamentalimportance
to prehistoric peopie -magico-reiigiousthemesthat
somehow affect the reproduction of the game. As
Ucko and Rosenfeid(1973) havepointed out, while
that ma>’ be true in some cases, in just as man>’
otersit ma>’ not.

Oní>’ Leroi-Gourhan(1967 andelsewhere)
and Laming (1959 and elsewhere)explicití>’ speci-
fied the evidencethey believed would support the
ciaim tat decoratedcaves were sanctuaries,and
their proceduresfor recognizingte complementar>’
oppnsitions on which te>’ basedteir conciusions
are not rigornusenoughto be replicabie.Neverte-
less, the idea continues to dominateinterpretatinn.
Thereasonswhy ibis is soma>’ run deepertan most
prehistorianssuspect.They canbe seenun operation
un greatrelief un tIte story of te discover>’ andau-
thentication of Altamiras paintings. The treatment
given to the site shows remarkablepoint-for-point
paralleis with te treatmentof Christian religious
shrinesandsanctuaries.1 believeibat is no accident.

3.1. The Díscovery

William Christian’sbonkApparitionsin La-
teMedievalandRenaissanceSpain(1981) analyzes
iegendsaboutvisions andte establishmentof reli-
ginusshrines.Wit surprisingfrequency,te>’ invol-
ve the discover>’nr disintermentof a sacredimageby
an animal, often a herdsman’sdog. The dog is a
creaturestandingastridethe thresholdbetiveenthe
naturaland te cultural wnrids. A chiid nr cnuntry-
man ma>’ be taken to the image nr led to a placeof
apparitionby theanimal. Theecciesiasticalinvestí-

gatnrsconsideredpoor rustics,particulariy men, nr
youngchildrento be te morereliablereporters:te>’
were apparentíybelievedton simple and honest to
deliberatel>’ try to deceive.Reportsby womennr te
weii to do wereiess likely to becredited.More ibana
third of the casesexaminedinvolve te discover>’of
an image undergroundnr un a cave, and anoter
eighib is associatedwit springs.Cavesand springs
are themselvesliminal places. It is of coursea fact
tat caveswere frequentí>’ usedas hiding-placesfor
“valuables”, including church paraphernalia,and
dogswill dig in disturbedground,nr entercrevices.
Nevertheless,ton man>’ of te shrine-foundationtales
involve suchbehavior.Christianundertakesa fasei-
natinganalysisnf te contextsandsymbolicmeaning
of apparitions,but te part of his work tat is most
relevantto ibis essayis te evidentparalieiismbet-
weenthe stnries nf discover>’of religinus shrineshe
documentsandthoseaboutte discover>’of our pain-
ted “sanctuaries”.

Obviously, some of the cavernsa dog nr
sheepmight entercouldcontainPalaenlithicdecora-
tions. Theproportionof paintedcavestat are saidto
havebeendiscoveredby animalsis smali,becauseso
man>’ hadaccessibleentriesibat were well knownto
ah te locais. Hnwever, tis proportion increases
whennneconsidersjust thoseprincipal paintedcaves
discoveredun recent>‘earswhoseentrancesare stated
to havebeenprevinusí>’ciosednr hiddenfrom sight.

lix fact, te two most famnusPalaeoiithic
Art sites,Lascauxand Altamira, are supposedto ha-
ve beenrevealedun just this way, and in bot cases,
tere is reasonto think te story is not literail>’ true.
At Lascaux,on September12, 1940, four boys-Ray-
dat, Marsal, Agnel and Coencas-xvanderingover a
hilíside sawteir smali dog “Robot” entera burrow.
Trappedinside, the dog beganto bark, and un re-
cuing him the bnystumbledinto a prehistoricwon-
derland.This story hasbeenwidely popuiarizedand
is still general>’believed.But it is known to be un-
true: te yout of te discoverersis usualí>’exaggera-
ted; thefirst entr>’ wason September8; only two of
te fnur nificial “discoverers”werepresenton Sept.8
(Ravidat and Coencas);the dog sto’)’ is apparentíy
apocryphal;altough te cave was still unexplored,
its entiy had beenknown to the locals sincebefore
theFirst World War, andperhapsfor centuries;iast,
the formal discover>’of te cavewasnot accidental,
theyoungstersset out deliberatel>’ to explore it, wit
a lantemRavidat,an apprenticemechanic,hadbuuit
just for suchexpiorations(DeiiucandDelluc 1979).

Theoutlines of te Altamira story arestn-
kingly parailel to the legend of Lascaux. It is said
tat Altamira’s discoverer,thecountrymanModesto
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Cubillas,wasout shootingwit his dng in 1868. Ihe
dog chaseda fox down a hole,and unabieto retreat,
barkeduntil its masterreleasedit by puiiing somefa-
llen bouldersaway from what turned out to be te
entranceto te cave. Nnw, two decadeshad passed
before aix>’ part of this story waspublished,and te
nameof te hunterwasoní>’ addedthe 1960’s. One
suspectsthat te tale ma>’ havebeen embeilished,
particularí>’ since the site was localí>’ known as te
Caveof JuanMortero, and it is reportedthat before
Sautuolaworkedtere, thc caveentr>’ hadbeenused
to storetraps.Of course,thereis no necessarycon-
tradictionhere-alí tis informationma>’ possiblybe
true- and after alí, teseare relativel>’ meaningless
detailsthatseemto havenothingto do wit themea-
ningof the art. On te oter hand,if eveiyonetinks
the stoiy about the hunterand his dog is realí>’ tri-
vial, why is it soinsistentí>’repeated?

Though thereis ton little evidenceto esta-
bushibis as anythingmorethana crudeworking hy-
pothesis,1 personalí>’believethat suchstrict parallels
astose un tIte discover>’legendsaboutreliginussbri-
nesandpaintedcavessuggesttat we ma>’ find oter
paralleisbetweenthem un popularbeiief. Certainí>’,
we ought to iook for suchparaileis. II found, teir
presenceand contentma>’ heip us understandjust
what so man>’ prehistorians,inciudingspecialistsun
te studyof Palaeoiithicart, meanwhcnte>’ cali te
paintedcaves“sanctuaries”,andjust whattat other-
wiseindefinableset nf qualitiestat indicates“sane-
tuar>”’ ma>’ beto them; Onemight perhapsdiscover
that decoratedPalaeolithicCavesare regardedas a
subsetof a more readil>’ definabie categor>’ of reli-
gious sanctuaries,nr perhapsmore likely, that both
are conceivedas subsetsof amoregeneralsymbolic
categor>’of localesat a deeperstructurallevel.

3.2. The Processof Autbentication

Further paralleis between the careers of
paintedcavesand religinus shrinesare found un the
long processb>’ which te Altamira paintingswere
finalí>’ autenticated.It is so similar to te process
throughwhich ciaims of autenticity for new reii-
ginusshrinesare validatedby te ecciesiasticalhie-
rarchy that te resemblancecan scarceiybe coin-
cidental.

The most usual expianation offered b>’
tnda>”s prehistnriansfor te doubtscaston the ageor
autenticity of the Altamira paintings is that they
were tought to be ton masterfulfor their apparent
greatage. Whenthe Altamira paintingswere disco-
vered, the FrenchSchool of Antropniogy was stiul
dominatedb>’ its founder, PaulBroca. Thedoctrines

of establishedprehistor>’ were sustainedby a hie-
rarchy of French autorities,under the primac>’ nf
Gabriel de Mortillet. His followers, among whom
Emile Cartailhacwasoneof te foremost,explained,
expandedand defendedte orthodox luxe. This in-
fluential archacological Establishment, convinced
Darwiians ah,is supposedto havedecidedthat the
artistic quality of te poiychromeswas too evolved
for te mental and aestheticabilities of hominids
who werestill primitive “CaveDwellers”.

In fact, that explanationis by-and-largein-
correct. It is both incompleteand anachroitistic.B>’
no meansahí who called themselvesanthopoingists
or archaeologistsun te 1 880’s were confirmedDar-
wiian evolutiorústs:suchan illustrious and accom-
plished prehistorianas te Marquésde Cerralbo,
muchof whosebestprnfessinnalwork was devotedto
finding te remainsof te eariiestpeoplesand cultu-
resof Iberia, un associationwit te remainsof an-
cient elephantsand oter extinct fauna,wasa catas-
trophistwho long after Sautuolasdeathmaintained
tat the world wasonly 6000years oíd. Ideas about
te trajectoriesof cultural and biological evolution
were by no meansasresolvedandciystallizedaswe
now think te>’ musthavebeen,andnpinionsthat to-
da>’ seemobviously inconsistentor mutualí>’ contra-
dictor>’ were un past often serinusí>’ and simuita-
neouslyentertainedby soundandreputablescholars.
While somewho couldbe called “Darwinists” oppo-
sed the paintings’ autenticity (Lubbock, for exam-
pie), othersof that school did not. Evenmoreto te
point, amongte mostvocal opponentsof Altamiras
paintingsweresomeoutspokenanti-Darwiists:Ru-
dnlf Virchow, a principal andinfluential opponentof
the Altamira discoveries,wasjust as strongly oppn-
sed to the teoriesof Darwin andHaeckei,or to te
ideatat tere were “Ice Age” peopleat alí. Aliega-
tionstat te Altamirapaintingsweretooaccomplis-
hed for prehistoriccave dwellers were evidentí>’ a
posteriori rationalizations,usedby a minority of cri-
ties.

Other evidenceshows tat tIte mythic ac-
countmustbeat leastpartí>’ wrong. By 1880,human
skeletonsfrnm UpperPalaeolithiclevels were known
to be quite modern, so te fact that cave-dwellers
shoixidhavebeenlike us un oterways wasnot unan-
ticipatedb>’ mostautorities. lix fact, whentIte Alta-
mira paintings were dicovered, art was already a
well-known aspectof tIte orthodoxpictureof Upper
Palaenlithie behavior. Engraved bones were first
found at Chaifaudun 1834,andotherspecimenshad
beengatheredby Lartet at Massatun 1860. Lartet
and Christy’s ReliquiaeAquitanicae (1865-75) re-
ported man>’ more. Worsaae,aix authorityunworld
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prehistor>’, announcedhis acceptanceof te Chaf-
faud finds asearlyas 1869. By 1883, theMuseum at
St. Germainheld 116 engravedand sculptedPalaeo-
lithic objectsun bone,antierand ivor>’.

Emile Cartailhac hiniself, later tbeir bitter
opponent,wasatfirst enthusiasticabouttheAltamira
pol>’chromes; on 30 December1880, he wrote to
Sautuola:“Your site is un ever>’ way lucethosewe at-
tribute to te ReindeerAge ... 1 don’t believetat tIte-
re hasbeen aix>’ discover>’ un Spain more important
thanyoursfrom theviewpointnf prehistnricarchaen-
logy... It would beunusualuf thecavepaintershadn’t
alsosculptedor engravedanimalson benesaudpeb-
bies” (letter quotedin Madariaga,1972: 86). It cer-
tainly secmsthat at the time tbe discovery of the
paintingsat Altamira wasf¡rst aunnunced,Cartail-
hacdid nnt feel bis Darwinian tenetswerechallen-
ged in te least. It wasoniy later(andfor otherrea-
sons)tat bisopiion changed.

Nor was te argument over te Altamira
paintingsoriginally basedon te supposedfact tat
the sophisticationof the art did nnt f¡t de Mortillet’s
notion of mental and technicai progress. It f¡t bis
ideas relativel>’ well, as he himself explained in
1881: “anis nota specialattributeof certainisolated
populations,butoneof thegeneralcharacteristicsof
tbe Magdalenianperiod”. But ibis statementis pan
of bis rejectionof tbe authenticity of te Altamira
paintings. IMIten Cartailhac sentcopies of te dra-
wingsto de Mortiiiet, the latter immediatei>’ rejected
them, sayingbe suspectedthat Altamirawasa fraud
designedto discreditpractitinnersof the infant scien-
ce of prehistor>’: “just a glance at tbe copies of te
drawingsyou sendme in your letters is enougb (o
show tat this is a farce;a simple caricature.TIte>’
were producedand shownto te world so everyone
would laugh at the gullible paleontologistsand pre-
historians”(1881 letter to Cartailhac,cited un Mada-
riaga 1972: 83). The Altamira paintingswere rejec-
ted by te Establishmentat tbe Lisbon Congressof
1880, not becauseof teir sophistication -man>’
thought them naive ratber than terribí>’ sopbistica-
ted-but becauserumor had it tat tbey were forge-
ries. A debatetat beganas a relativel>’ trivial inter-
changebetweenSautuolaanda few opinionatedpro-
vincial literati hadbecomeintertwinedwit a politi-
cn-religiousbattlebetweenrival doctrinalauthorities.
Altamiras advocateswere on tIte losing side, and
consequentí>’Altamira too suifered, at leasttempo-
raril>’.

lix man>’ respectste debateabout Altam¡-
ra’s authenticity had less un common wit scientific
investigationtan it did with attemptsto expunge
heres>’andtbe resolutionof religiousdisputes.There

is a relativel>’ formalizedsetof procedurestat is ge-
neralí>’ fnllowed in the validation and recogitition of
an important religious shrine by te Church esta-
blishment.New shrines,theplaceswhereapparitions
or miracles regulan>’ occur, bavesuch potential to
support nr undermine nificial doctrine that their
claim to authenticity mustbe receivedinitialí>’ with
skepticism,followed by anonsiteinquiry to estabiisb
that they are not simply delusionsor fabrications.
Once this phaseis passed,prosaicexplanationsof
tbe associatedphenomenaare sought.U the pheno-
menaare inexplicableaspurel>’ naturalnr accidental
occurrenceswithout supernaturalsignificance,one
must next ensure tat they are not traps set b>’ te
forcesnf evil to seducete unwaryfrom te pats of
orthodoxbelief. Thoseinvolved mustbequestioned
and ah apparitions,nr oter apparentiysupernatura]
phenomena,must be examinedto determinetat
te>’ aretrul>’ beyondthe realmof everydayexperien-
ce, audtat tey areconsonantwith te restof orto-
dox doctrine. A shrine tat passestese tesis is
sanctioned,but at te sametime it is invadedand
controlledby the eccíesiasticalautorit>’ - and un this
respect religinus validation differs from ordinazy
scientiflc verification.Thesestagesof authenticatinn
havestriking paralleisto the peculiarvalidation pro-
cessto which severalof te mostspectacularassem-
blagesof PalaeoliticArt -not just Altamira- bave
beensubjected.

Tbe annnuncementof tbe discover>’by Sau-
tuola of Palaeoiithic paintingsat Altamira was at
first met with accoladesat best,andat worst, no mo-
re tan tbe expectablereservenovel new evidence
usualí>’ excites. Membersof the SociedadEspañola
de Historia Natural congratulatedSautuola when
they receivedbis communicationand a copy of te
paintings; tbey urged the Ministry of Patronageto
underwrite intensified investigationsun the Santan-
dercaves.Immediately,however,Sautuolafoundhis
cnnclusionsabout tbe greatantiquit>’ of te figures
assaiiedíocaliy. Principal amnngthe critics wasbis
Cantabriancompatriot,Angel de los Ríos.

At the end of the eighteentcentuxy, tere
werestill in Spainman>’ respectedscholarsand lite-
rati who tonkboth tbe Bible andthe legendsof cías-
sicalantiquity to be valid sourcesof literal trut: de
los Ríos wasoneof these.Ignorantof te findingsof
prehistor>’. he used a fine classicalbackgrnundand
knowledgeof tbe Bible to argue,withvigor andskill,
tat no true prehistor>’ cnuld exist, and tat alí te
paintingscouldhavebeenproducedin histonic times.
He observed,for example, that peopieswho made
stone implements need not havebeen ignorant of
metals, sinceTubalcainworkedcopperand iron at a



340 L. O. FREEMAN

timewhen stoneknives werestill made(Madariaga
1972: 211, 214). No matterhow silí>’ nr trivial such
argumentsseemtoda>’, man>’ at tIte time found them
quiteconvincing,whentey appearedun tIte Eco de
la Montaña.Finalí>’, waspishtonguesclaimed that
te polychromesSautuolahad admittediy not seen
during bis excavationsin 1875 had actualí>’ been
paintedbetweenten and 1880; te evidenceadvan-
cal was te fact tat Sautuola had hired a French
painter,M. Ratier,to work in te cave in 1879. (Ra-
tier was of coursemaking copies of te depictinns,
not paintingtIte figureshimself.)Othersaccusedso-
me unknownNorth American,who would of course
presumabí>’know more about bison tban wouid a
Frenchnr Spanishpainter. It is especialí>’noteworthy
that tesedetractorsalmost universail>’ belittled tbe
artistic quality of te paintings:while their shading
ami proportionsare tougbtton “mannerist”for pre-
historie art, te polychromefigureswere nonetbeless
characterizedas “primitive” and “abaul what one
would expeelfrom a mediocrestudentof the modern
sehoal”.

liad it not beenfor its coincidencewit un-
relatedeventsin Frenchprehistorv,this debatemight
haverernaineda local nne.In 1880 te deathnf Paul
Brocasparkeda bitter factional fight for control of
te French School of Anthropology, aligning de
Mortillet, an opponentof te Altamira discoverv.
andhis colleagueCartailhac(recognizedas dic fore-
mnstFrenchautority on te anthrnpologyof Spain)
againstoters.among whom were (he defendersof
Altamira. Altamira sadí>’ becameembroiled in the
warfor succession.DeMortiliet’s faction finally won
te da>’, establishingtemselvesas (he most influen-
tial of antropologistsin France,and him andCar-
tailhacas te two mostinfluential prehistorians.

TIte “nificial” autbentication of Altamira
coincidedwit tIte onset of te battle. To resolve
questionsraisedabout their authenticity,the French
antlirnpologistssentE. Harlé to examineAltamira’s
paintingsin person. Harlé, apparentlyat first mcli-
ned to considertIte paintingsauthenticallyancient,
heardte local calumniescirculatingabout Sautuola
and forger>’, and,decidingthat so much smokemust
indicatesomefire, finalí>’ conciudedthat (he figures
wererecentproducts..His 1881 report(hastyandhill
of errors of fact) rejects claims to antiquit>’ for the
paintings,but doesexonerateSautuola,making him
an innocentdupe rather tban a complicit criminal.
From (he date of tat reportuntil 1902, Cartailhac
reversedhis ficíd, refusing (o admit Altamiras au-
thenticity, witout ever himself examining tIte figu-
resat first hand.Hefeared,as he said, that tIte>’ were
falsifications by the Spanish “Jesuits” (o maketIte

world laugh at the credulity of te new priesthondnf
paleoninlogistsandprehistorians.A friend had told
him: “Watch outr (he>’ are aboutto pía>’ a trick onthe
French prehistorians. Don’t trust those Spanisb
priests”. TIte phrasing is illuminating (Letters and
articlesby Cartailhacquoted in Madariaga72: 186-

9).
Cartailhac stuck to Itis contrar>’ position

evenafter tIte discover>’nf otherPalaenlithicpainted
cavesin Franceafter 1895, particular>’Riviereswork
at La Mouthe(whoseauthenticityhe acceptedappa-
rently by 1896 nr 1897) and Daleau’s (1896) disco-
ven’ of engravedanimais covered by Perigordian
strataat Pair-non-Pair.He maintainedbis negative
anitudeabout Altamira despitete urging of otber
accreditedprehistorianswho hadvisited tbe Spanish
sitewith openminds.

A carefulevaluationof Cartailhac’sposition
puts a different light on bis resistanceto Altamira.
nnetat has nothing to do witb disjunctinnbetween
the painting’s qualitv and currentevolutionaiy theo-
ry. It is no accident (bat Cartailhacenvisionedbis
motivesin disbelievingAltamira in termsof a battle
with a rival group of eccíesiasticalauthnrities.te
“Spanish Jesuits”,wbo representedheterodoxyfrom
bis perspective.TIte debatewasin a realsensea reli-
giousdispute,basalon faith, not experientialeviden-
ce. (In fact. Cartailbac himself refused to examine
the evidenceat firsí hand. despitereiteratedinvita-
tions to do so.) The title Cartailhac chosefor te
1902 article in whicb be finalí>’ rennuncedhis for-
mer position,admittingtat bis doubtsweremispla-
ced,vindicating (be (by then)deceasedSautuolaand
admittingAltamira (o its righful place in te revea-
lcd truts of orthndox prehistor>’. seis an appropriate
tonefor the recantationof heretical religinus beliefs:
the “Mea culpad’un sceptique”.It is, (o sa>’ (beleas(,
ironie ha subsequentí>’it wasCartailhacItimself, ai-
ded by bis ynung protégé. (he Abbé Henri Breulí
(later, and oní>’ partly in jesí, nicknamedtbe “Pope
of Prebistor>”’ by his admirers),who undertnoktIte
restudyandmonographicpublicationnf the Altamira
site. Cartailhacand Breuil legitimized the “sanc(ua-
ry” as tbey placed it under tIte control of orthodnx
(French)prebistor>’.

1 am no tIte first rn haverecognizedtIte re-
liginus overtonesof (he Altamira controversy. In
1902, Luis de Hoyos Sáinz referredto Cartailbaes
apnlogyfor disbeliefun te following terms: “this is
anotherexampleof religious and irreliginus jealou-
sies a( wnrk. Cartailhachimself admitsthat was (he
origin of (he process,as 1 hadairead>’ heardfrom lips
that ma>’ well haveinfluencedbisjudgment.TIte cri-
eria framedby (he opponentswere (no narrow, and
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te specterof clericalismdisturbedtIte tranquilcour-
se of scientiific investigation,ason oter occasionsit
Itas beendisturbedb>’ te irreligious. Tbere should
beno sucbthingas aCatholic archaeology,aix>’ more
tItan tere areateist nr Buddhistmatematics,ph>’-
sics, nr engineering.If those who write about ar-
chaeoiogydo so in aix attemptto attackdogma,te
resuit,besidesbeing non-scientificnr anti-scientific,
will probabí>’be in bad taste,and certainí>’ superfi-
cial andstupid” (quotedby Madariaga1972: 189).

Had tis seriesof eventshappenedoní>’ at
Altamira, it could be called an accident, a unique
coincidencefrom which little can be learned.But
ver>’ similar stories of quasireliginusvalidation can
be told aboutte forcedvindication of La Mouthe,
Rouffignacand some oter paintedcaves;such sto-
ries continueto unfold toda>’. Bot the discover>’ le-
gends and tbe processof validation of major Pa-
laeolitbic “sanetuaries”parahíel tose characteristie
of newly inventedreliginus shrines.It is importantto
note that tesephenomenaare not te míe but tIte
exceptionun prehistor>’, and their exceptionalnature
underlinesteir importance.Ordinaril>’, te discove-
¡y of a new archaenlogicalsite, nr the recognitionof
a new tooi-type nr a new industrialcomplex, is nnt
chaliengedin a similarway. We customaril>’ assume
that our colleaguesare responsiblescholars,who
wnuld never intentinnail>’ misleadus. Wc commend
new discoverieswitout much question(andsometi-
mes regretit). Wedo so, (bat is. unlessthose disco-
veriesinvolve important“sanctuaries”with Palaeo-
litie art nr Palaeniithicburials.TIten te machina>’
of inquisitionjerks pondernusí>’into motion,someti-
meswitb salutar>’effect,buton occasion,(andfor al-
most two decadesat Altamira) witb nutragenusre-
sults.

A specialconjunction of feelings aboutthe
mystery of cavesand notions about te romanceof
art privilegeste studyof Palaeclitiedecoratedca-
ves.Tbnsespecialbeliefsandfeelingsare heldb>’ the
professionalprehistorianas well as te averageciti-
zen. Neither is particular>’ goed at selfanal>’sis. In
fact,mostnf us are notevenawarethatweItave sucb
notions.For te layman, it ma>’ not be importantto
understandthem. For te professional,on te con-
trar>’, understandingmotives, attitudes,and ingrai-
nedpreconceptionsis a essentiaistep in te direction
of freeing researchfrom unconsciousbias.One pos-
sibie mute to tat understandinglies in an examina-
tion of substantialdisjunctinnsbetweente tenets
andbehaviorof investigatorsworking on suchsites
andte ordinaryattitudesandusualproceduralstan-
dardstat are appiied by competentpmofessionals.
IMIten fixed ideasabout prehistorieart, nr aboutde-

corated sites themselves(nr sites witb Palaenlithie
burials) run counter(o experience,tere is such a
disjunctinn.Wherestricterstandardsnf validation,nr
ver>’ muchdifferent standards,are demandedfor nne
classof prehistnricdata(hanwould ordinaril>’ beap-
plied un tIte best research(as is te casefor tbe au-
thenticationof such decoratedmonumentsas Alta-
mira) anotherareanf disjunctionappears.A careflil
examinationof thesesituatinns,in an attemptto un-
derstandthe basisof disjunction, is surel>’ nneof the
nbiigationsof thosewho studyPalaeoliticsites.For,
uniess we understandwhy te “special” sites are
“speciai”, andwhy we treatthem so duiferentí>’ tan
we treat other archaenlogicalevidence, we cannot
studytbem dispassionatel>’nr anal>’ze tem witout
unconseinusbias.

1 realizethat 1 haveoutlineda ratherremar-
kabiestnry aboutAltamira. 1 haveclaimedtat fabri-
cated tales about tIte discover>’ of new Palaeolithic
sites with monumentalassembiagesof Palaeolithic
art, andte waytose assemblagesare validatedby
te archaenlogicalprofession,are formalí>’ and subs-
tantivel>’ soanalognus(o te circumstancesasso-cia-
ted wit tIte discover>’andvalidation of newly revea-
led Christian shrines, tat it can be no accident.
There are reasonsto believetat the behaviorasso-
ciatedwith thePalaenlitbicsitesis notdirectí>’ mode-
led on tat surroundingChristianshrines,but tbat
tesetxvo manifestationsof belief, reverence,andva-
lidation of experiencebavete sameorigin at a dee-
perstmctural level. 1 still cannot pretend(o unders-
tand that origin; 1 believeit to bepromisingmaterial
for further serinusinvestigation.

4. CONCLUDINO OBSERVATIONS

lix thisexercise,1 havetried to exploresome
dimensionsof te usesof te past in the present. 1
havenot just tried (o pour oíd wine into new bottles.
In fact, 1 fear tbat we prehistorianssometimesover-
look fine oíd wine in its nwn bottles, that would be
easil>’ found uf we lonkedhardenough.1 believe(bat
te studyof prehistorymustbe more than te mecas-
ting of oídcInta in tIte frameworkof a new narrative
wit contemporar>’appeal.It mustti)’ bot to unders-
tand the past.andwhat tbe pastmeanstoda>’ to lay-
menandprehistoriansalike.

The present undeniably impinges on (be
past.As prehistorianswe interpretnur datain ways
tat are conditionedand limited b>’ nur backgrounds,
nur preconceivedideas,andte settingsin whicb we
work. Rut tat doesnot mean therecanbe no “(ruth”
abouttIte past. Qur task is not (o write new fair>’ tales
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abnutte past-wehavea mesponsibiiityto befaithflil
(o nur documents.Aix intempretationnot consnnant
wit nur evidenceis worthless-a “feigned Itypnthe-
sis”.

As scholars,weItave an obligationto addto
knowledgeandunderstandingwhereverwe can. Aix
appmeciationof te ways in which tIte prehistnric
past, rightly nr wrnngly construed,is madeto serve
te present,and te presentaffects nur views nf the
past, cannotIteip but provideusehiland intemesting
information ontIte generationof myths, te develop-
ment andspreadof populartraditions,and (hefunc-
tions of folk-belief (whethem those beliefs are sus-
tained b>’ te uneducatedpublie nr by professinnal

anthrnpologists).By careful investigation we may
hopeto understandhow delusionscome(o bavethe
force of tradition and Itow tbe pmocessesof occu-
pation-relatedmythogenesisoperate.Theseare im-
pnrtantfields (o alí interestedun folklore and belief
Suchexplorationsaddnewdimensionsnf textureand
relevanceto te study of prehistor>’. Tbey Itave ím-
mediatepracticalvalue, helping us seehow we ma>’
smonthnur relationsbipswith (he public at large,
andwit civil and religinus autorities in tIte areas
westudy. 1 firmí>’ believethat theexercisema>’ make
us awareof (heconstraintsof te presenton (he past,
and move us closer (o a real understandingof (he
pastin alí its complexit>’.
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