
 

Rock analysis suggests France cave art is
'oldest'
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The oldest footprints of modern-day man are seen in the Chauvet cave
discovered in 1999. Experts have long debated whether the sophisticated animal
drawings in a famous French cave are indeed the oldest of their kind in the
world, and a study out Monday suggests that yes, they are.

 Experts have long debated whether the sophisticated animal drawings in
a famous French cave are indeed the oldest of their kind in the world,
and a study out Monday suggests that yes, they are.
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The smooth curves and fine details in the paintings of bears,
rhinoceroses and horses in the Chauvet cave in southern France's
picturesque Ardeche region are so advanced that some scholars thought
they dated from 12,000 to 17,000 years ago.

That would place them as relics of the Magdalenian culture, in which
human ancestors used tools of stone and bone and created increasingly
advanced art as time went on.

But scientists have previously shown through radiocarbon dating
evidence of rock art, charcoal and animal bones in the Chauvet cave that
the drawings are older than that, likely between 30,000-32,000 years old,
befuddling some who believed that early art took on more primitive
forms.

Now, according to research published in the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, a US journal, French scientists believe they have
confirmation that the paintings are "the oldest and most elaborate ever
discovered."

Their findings are based on an analysis -- called geomorphological and
chlorine-36 dating -- of the rockslide surfaces around what is believed to
be the cave's only entrance.

The research shows that an overhanging cliff began collapsing 29,000
years ago and did so repeatedly over time, definitively sealing the
entrance to humans around 21,000 years ago.

That would mean the drawings had to have been done before that,
bolstering the notion that they were created by people in the Aurignacian
culture, which lived 28,000 to 40,000 years ago.

"Remarkably agreeing with the radiocarbon dates of the human and
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animal occupancy, this study confirms that the Chauvet cave paintings
are the oldest and the most elaborate ever discovered, challenging our
current knowledge of human cognitive evolution," said the study.

  
 

  

Graphic on the Chauvet cave in southern France, confirmed to hold the world's
"oldest and most elaborate" prehistoric art ever discovered, according to a
geological study to establish the age of the paintings.

According to lead author Benjamin Sadier, the findings put an end to
any debate over when the drawings may have been done based on their
style.
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"What our work shows, and other work that will soon be published, is
that the method of dating by style is no longer valid," he told AFP in a
phone interview.

"By proving that this cave was closed for good 21,500 years ago, we
completely eradicate the hypothesis of a more recent painting of the
cave, and we also confirm the age of the cave which was already known
through radiocarbon dating," he added.

"Before we were pretty sure. And now we are sure. It's a way of
gathering independent proof, meaning we can figure out the age of the
cave by geological means, not archeological ones."

The cave and its remarkably well-preserved paintings were closed to
human access by the rockfalls and were only recently rediscovered in
1994.

Researchers involved in the work came from France's University of
Savoie, Aix Marseille University and the Centre National de Prehistoire.

  More information: “Further constraints on the Chauvet cave artwork
elaboration,” by Benjamin Sadier et al. PNAS (2012).
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