














This small area has in my opinion 
one of the most intriguing 
images of all in the Lascaux 
cave. I am always fascinated 
by the depiction of true human 
interaction with animals. What 
did their creator wanted to tell?

The composition is that of a 
bison and men. The bison figure 
is about 2.5 meters long and the 
image shows a spear injured 
animal with blood 
leaping out of his belly. 
The bison’s head and 
horns are lowered 
in attack towards 
the man lying on the 
ground in front of it. 

The human figure 
represent a hunter with 
bird mask and erected 
genital. Lying on the 
ground next to him is 
a stick with bird head, 
possibly a decorated 
spear thrower. 

This image has been 
created at the furthest 

end of the cave and its meaning 
leaves it to our imagination to be 
interpreted rightly or wrongly.

But one fact is rather remarkable, 
the bird mask the hunter is 
wearing. Pretending to be a bird 
hiding in the grass, the hunter 
could approach the bison at 
close range and use his spear 
thrower, also decorated with a 
bird head. This hunting strategy 

has been long used by tribal 
Africans in the past, who were 
excellent mask creators for many 
ritual purposes.

But that leaves another question 
open. Why did he went on a 
dangerous bison hunt, when his 
main diet consisted of reindeer? 
But possibly this was the 
message of the image. Bison is 
dangerous - don’t even try!

Summery of Motifs
Now let’s look at the 
different painted and 
engraved motives. They 
include in sequence 
of importance horse, 
aurochs, bison, red 
deer and ibex. But 
despite its importance 
as main food supply 
only one reindeer was 
depicted in the Lascaux 
cave. 

It is important to 
note that the animals 
depicted at Lascaux 
were all not stable 

Full view of “leaping cow” with line of different colored horses, possibly also indicating summer & winter coat

Spear injured bison with hunter lying on the ground
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food for their creators the Cro-
Magnon Man and were therefore 
not hunted. Another surprise 
is, that only few human 
figures are to be found in 
the cave.

But there are many 
enigmatic geometric 
symbols often found in 
context to the animals. 
They can be categorized 
in three groups: firstly full 
signs like rectangular and 
oval symbols, secondly 
thin signs like sticks 
with or without lateral 
extensions and finally dots and 
lines of points. 

One expert remarked “in Lascaux 
man came very close to writing”. 
This is an interesting statement 
and only further research and 
archaeological luck might proof 
this appealing thought some 
time in future.

Paint Manufacture
Experts found during their 
investigations a large quantity of 
colored powders, small blocks of 
pigments, pallets and crushers in 
the cave. Here are some details. 

Red was produced from ochre, 
iron oxide and red haematite. The 
shades were ranging from red 
to dark reddish brown. 
Yellow was gained from 
goethite and clays with 
paints ranging from pale 
yellow to brown. 

Black was won from 
manganese dioxide, 
black iron oxide and 
charcoal ranging from 
olive grey to deep 
black. White was easily 
received from calcite. 

Colors were produced 
very simply without complex 
mixing or heating. All paints 
were directly applied with 

fingers, brushes made of animal 
hair and vegetable fibers. The 
blowing of color as known from 

other caves was not a common 
technique at Lascaux.

Horse Details
They were the predominant 
animal in Lascaux depictions. 
Horses were smaller as today 
with thicker neck and larger 
head. They moved in timorous 
herds with many mares with 
one stallion. Their mane was 
upstanding with a back ridge 
stripe and their tails were up to 
one meter long. The coat was 
red or yellow brown and thicker 
and lighter colored in winter.

Primitive Ox or Aurochs 
The bulls could weigh up to one 
ton. Cows were about twenty 
five percent smaller and lighter. 

Their coat was dark to red 
brown and they had a massive 
head. Aurochs were roaming 

in small herds with only one bull 
and several cows.

Bison & Musk Ox
Weighing an average 
of one ton, bison were 
really heavy for their 
compact impression. 
With sixty centimeters 
their horns were shorter 
than those of aurochs. 
Typical for bison the 
head was low hanging 
with beard and head 
hair tuft. Bulls and cows 
were living in separate 
herds. 

The musk was a smaller ox 
weighing only 300 kilograms. 
Its horns ended in a helmet 
like base. But their thicker and 
longer coat was making them 
look much larger and similat to a 
small bison.

Other Animals
The red deer was a very common 
animal in southern France during 
the Cro-Magnon Man Period. 
The males reached a maximum 
weight of up to 300 kilograms 
and lived alone or in small male 
groups. 

Despite its huge rather large 
ringed and curved horns, which 
easily reached a length of one 

meter, ibex only were 
around 150 kilograms 
heavy. They live in 
separate male and 
female herds. 

Big cats appeared in the 
Lascaux depictions less 
than ten times and were 
painted without much 
detail. Possibly they 
were cave lion without 
mane and a weight of 
up to 250 kilograms. 

The brown bear was very rare 
and I saw only one image at 
Lascaux. At the time the animals 

Engraved & painted deer head with huge antler  

      Excellent example of engraved horse head
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in southern France reached a 
weight of up to 700 kilograms. 

The two ton heavy woolly rhino 
is today extinct. One of its two 
horns reached a length of up to 
1.5 meter. Males and females 
were forming one herd roaming 
together.

Excavated Objects 
A site always reveals more, when 
looking at the small items found 
and trying to put them into their 
context. This was not different 
at Lascaux, where these items 
told experts an interesting story 
about their creators and the way 
they did paint these amazing 
animal images. 

Over 100 lamps were discovered, 
some were still lying on a small 
ledge in the cave, as if they were 
left there yesterday. Some lamps 
were even skillfully decorated 
for example with a double 
herringbone motif fitted one into 
the other. 

In addition over 400 flint 
pieces were recovered, some 
with rubbed off corners from 
engravings on the walls. Also 
twenty eight bone tools were 
found in the floor sediments. 

Other telling items found there 
were cords, timber pieces and 
holes in the floor and side walls 
for the scaffolding erected 
in the process. Experts are 
unsure about the presence of 
spear heads, which were also 
decorated with a six point star, 
elongated saltire cross or plain 
lines. 

From burials at the time we 
already know that the Cro-
Magnon Man loved jewelry. So 
fifteen shell pieces possibly 
from an amulet, plus one shell 
form produced from sandstone 
to be worn as pendent, did not 
surprise experts. 

Similar Sites 
The Gabillou and Villars caves 

both in Dordogne date from the 
same period and their rock art is 
very similar to Lascaux. 

The Rouffignac cave in Dordogne 
has about 250 petroglyphs, 150 
mammoth, bison, horses, ibex and 
rhino all dated some 3,000 years 
after Lascaux. 

The Laussel, Oreille d’Enfer and 
the Poisson rock shelters all three 
situated also in Dordogne date 
from the Gravettian Period between 
25.000 to 20.000 BP. 

Another important cave is Chauvet 
in Ardeche with 470 animal images. 
Here depictions with structured 
compositions were developed by 
ancient man already around 35.000 
years ago.

Comments
If you are visiting Lascaux you will 
find a small museum at the cave 
entrance and an informative visitor 
center at the town of Le Thot nearby 
which is worthwile visiting.

Two bison back-to-back with raised tails in the nave Group of horses in axial gallery
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