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LATIN TERMS TO KNOW

PALEO

MESO

NEO

LITH

“old”

“middle / between”

“new”

“stone”

POTAMUS “river”   (mesopotamia = between rivers)

corbelling

twisted perspective

nomadic

sculpture in the round

relief sculpture

relative dating 

corbeling 

dolmen 

incising 

capstones 

passage grave

abstraction

low relief

ware

modeling 

post-and-lintel 

henge
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Animal Facing left, from the Apollo 11 Cave, Namibia, c. 23,000

BCE, charcoal on stone

VIDEO

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xpXZPN5s_8o
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The seven slabs of rock with traces of 

animal figures that were found in the 

Apollo 11 Cave in the Huns Mountains 

of southwestern Namibia have been 

dated with unusual precision for ancient 

rock art. The cave was given its name 

by a German archaeologist who was 

working in the cave when he heard of 

the Apollo 11 crew's successful return to 

Earth on July 24, 1969. Originally 

brought to the site from elsewhere, the 

stones were painted in charcoal, ochre, 

and white. Until recently, the Apollo 11 

stones were the oldest known artwork 

of any kind from the African continent. 

More recent discoveries of incised 

ochre date back almost as far as 

100,000 B.C., making Africa home to 

the oldest images in the world.

Apollo 11 stones

ca. 25,500–23,500 BC
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Like most other paintings

for thousands of years, this

very early example from

Africa represents an animal

in strict profile so that the

head, body, tail, and all four

legs are clearly visible. A

frontal view would conceal

most of the body, and a

three-quarters view shows

neither the front nor side

fully.

Between 1969 and 1972,

scientists working in the

Apollo 11 Cave in Namibia

found seven fragments of

stone plaques with paint on

them, including four or five

recognizable images of

animals. In most cases, the

species is uncertain, but the

painters always rendered

the form with care.

CARBON 

DATING

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kcuz1JiMk9k
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Below right:

Photo of Chris

Henshilwood

Below left: piece

of ochre

The discovery occurred during

the flight of Apollo 11, and the

shelter where it was found now

bears that name. The stones

were painted in charcoal, ocher,

and white. The two separate

pieces underwent different

decorated with a

delicate

geometric

pattern from

Blombos Cave
patinations, as the image shows.

The Apollo 11 stones were

thought to be the oldest known

artwork of any kind from the

African continent. But in 2002,

news of an important discovery

in Blombos Cave on the southern

Cape coast was made; Chris

Henshilwood announced the

uncovering of a piece of ochre

decorated with a delicate

geometric pattern. He dated the

piece conservatively at 77,000

years old; in fact, it could be as

much as 100,000 years old.
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The stone slabs consist of different

varieties of clay schist that outcrop

in the vicinity of the shelter. The

seven fragments are not exfoliated

parts of a larger wall painting, but

are separate representations on

loose slabs.

With the exception of the drawing of

a rhinoceros, the zoological

identification of the representations

is ambiguous. One slab, consisting of

two fragments, shows the body of an

animal, most likely a feline, with

human hind legs that were probably

added subsequently. Two barely

visible lines at the head resemble

Oryx horns, and a lappet at the

abdomen may represent the sexual

organ of a bovid. Indeed, it may

depict a supernatural creature, a so-

called “therianthrope”, which would

suggest a complex belief system.
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This is a 4.25-inch limestone figurine 

that was found in what is now Lower 

Willendorf in Austria.

The purpose of the carving is the 

subject of much speculation. It never 

had feet and doesn’t stand on its own. 

Parts of the body associated 

with fertility and childbearing have been 

emphasized, leading researchers to 

believe Venus of Willendorf may have 

been used as a fertility goddess. The 

figure has no visible face, her head 

being covered with circular horizontal 

bands of what might be rows of plaited 

hair, or a type of headdress.

Woman (‘Venus’) of Willendorf

ca. 28,000-25,000 BCE

GALLERY VIDEO

https://www.pbs.org/howartmadetheworld/gallery/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ENAZqOoOVaI&t=42s
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Prehistoric Art Woman (Venus) of Willendorf
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Laussel, France

Bas-Relief

Willendorf, Austria

Limestone

Prehistoric female figurines (or ‘Venuses’) have been found all over lands in 

Europe. What common characteristics do you see in these figures?

Moravia, Czech Republic

Ceramic
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It was discovered in a cave 

at Brassempouy, France in 

1892. It’s one of the 

earliest known realistic 

representations of a human 

face. It’s small (only about 

1 ½” tall) because it’s 

carved from Ivory. She is 

one of the first pieces 

found depicting an 

accurate (yet abstracted) 

attempt at a face.

Woman (‘Venus’) of Brassempouy

ca. 25,000-22,000 BCE

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6b/Venus_of_Brassempouy.jpg


PREHISTORIC ART

Prehistoric Art

Discovered in 1870 deep in the banks 

of Lake Texcoco in the Valley of 

(central) Mexico, this piece is of 

particular importance, given the fact 

that it is one of the earliest cultural 

artifacts to have ever surface from 

Mesoamerica. Carved from the sacrum 

of a now extinct American relative of 

the camel, its original use remains 

unknown. It’s assumed to represent the 

skull of the particular extinct camelid 

from which the sacrum bone was 

taken. One could also contend that the 

choice of the sacrum bone for this 

depiction of an animal head or skull 

was quite deliberate, since the sacrum 

bone is part of the pelvic region which 

gives birth and life to mammals.

Camelid sacrum in the shape of a canine  

ca. 14,000-7,000 BCE

VIDEO

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQm4MLy2ET4
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Camelid sacrum in the shape of a canine, from Tequixquiac, Mexico, c. 14,000 – 7,000

BCE, bone

This sculpture was found in

Mexico and –fashioned from the

sacrum (part of the pelvis bone) of

an extinct species of llama- is the

earliest recorded American work of

art. (Neatly chipped flint

instruments testify to man’s

presence in America from about

the thirtieth millennium.) The

coyote head is a reminder of how

fragmentary our knowledge of

Paleolithic art is.

So perfectly is the form integrated

with the medium that it is

impossible to tell whether the

bones were carefully selected in

order to carve predetermined

shapes or whether the animals

were suggested by the natural

formation of the bones.
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What can we really know about the creators of these paintings and what the images

originally meant? These are questions that are difficult enough when we study art

made only 500 years ago. It is much more perilous to assert meaning for the art of

people who shared our anatomy but had not yet developed the cultures or linguistic

structures that shaped who we have become.

Do the tools of art history even apply? Here is evidence of a visual language that

collapses the more than 1,000 generations that separate us, but we must be cautious.

This is especially so if we want understand the people that made this art as a way to

understand ourselves. The desire to speculate based on what we see and the physical

evidence of the caves is wildly seductive.

ARTICLE

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/cavemen-were-much-better-at-illustrating-animals-than-artists-today-153292919/
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Beginning around 40,000 B.C.E., the archaeological record shows that anatomically

modern humans effectively replaced Neanderthals and remained the sole hominid

inhabitants across continental Europe. At about the same time, and directly linked to

this development, the earliest art was created. These initial creative achievements

fall into one of two broad categories. Paintings and engravings found in caves along

walls and ceilings are referred to as "parietal" art. The caves where paintings have

been found are not likely to have served as shelter, but rather were visited for

ceremonial purposes. The second category, "mobiliary" art, includes small portable

sculpted objects which are typically found buried at habitation sites.
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In the painted caves of western Europe, namely in France and Spain, we witness the

earliest unequivocal evidence of the human capacity to interpret and give meaning to

our surroundings. Through these early achievements in representation and

abstraction, we see a newfound mastery of the environment and a revolutionary

accomplishment in the intellectual development of humankind.
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Although the cave at Lascaux was

closed to the public in 1963 so that

conservators could battle an

aggressive fungus, authorities

created a facsimile of it.

The prehistoric painters depicted

cow, bulls, horses, and deer along

the natural ledges of the rock,

where the smooth white limestone

of the ceiling and upper wall meets

a rougher surface below. They also

utilized the curving wall to suggest

space.

The animals appear singly, in

rows, face to face, tail to tail, and

even painted on top of one another.

Their most characteristic features

have been emphasized. Horns,

eyes, and hooves are shown as

seen from the front, yet heads and

bodies are rendered in profile in a

system known as composite pose.
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The caves could be a prehistoric

planetarium in which humanity

first charted the stars. According

to Dr. Michael Rappenglueck of

the University of Munich , these

outlines form a map of the sky

with the eyes of the bull, birdman

and bird representing the three

prominent stars Vega, Deneb and

Altair.

Together, these stars are popularly

known as the Summer Triangle

and are among the brightest

objects that can be picked out high

overhead during the middle

months of the northern summer.

"It is a map of the prehistoric

cosmos," Dr Rappenglueck told

BBC News Online. "It was their

sky, full of animals and spirit

guides."
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But the sky map is not the only

evidence that prehistoric man took

a keen interest in the night sky.

Nearer to the entrance of the

Lascaux cave complex is a

magnificent painting of a bull.

Hanging over its shoulder is what

appears to be a map of the

Pleiades, the cluster of stars

sometimes called the Seven

Sisters.

Inside the bull painting, there are

also indications of spots that may

be a representation of other stars

found in that region of sky.

Today, this region forms part of

the constellation of Taurus the

bull, showing that mankind's

identification of this part of the

sky stretches back thousands of

years.
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At Lascaux engraved images are

more sharply incised, very small

and subsidiary to the paintings,

and a wider range of colors was

used derived from natural

minerals- reds, yellows and brown

from ochre and haematite; black,

dark brown and violet from types

of manganese. They were ground

to powder and applied directly to

the damp limestone surfaces.

First the outlines were either

drawn with sticks of charcoal or

painted – using pads of fur or

moss, primitive brushes or feather

or chewed stick, or simply a finger-

and then the outlines were filled in

by spraying powders through bone

tubes. (Such tubes with traces of

color have been found in several

caves.)
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Caves of Altamira, Spain

Discovered in 1879 – some of the first 

discovered

Were originally considered fakes, but 

mineral deposits would’ve taken 1000s of 

years to accumulate

Mostly Bison from a profile view

(Notice that all of the hand paintings are 

LEFT-HANDED… Why do you think that is?)

GALLERY

https://www.pbs.org/howartmadetheworld/episodes/pictures/altamira/
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Lascaux Cave Paintings

ca. 17,300 BCE

Lascaux is the setting of a complex 

of caves in southwestern France 

famous for its Paleolithic cave 

paintings. Discovered by young boys 

in 1940, the cave was opened to the 

public in 1948. By 1955, the carbon 

dioxide, heat, humidity, and other 

contaminants produced by 1,200 

visitors per day had visibly damaged 

the paintings and introduced mold 

and lichen on the walls.

Modern entrance into the cave

VIDEO

http://www.bradshawfoundation.com/lascaux/
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Lascaux Cave Paintings

ca. 17,300 BCE

The cave is the most decorated of all found, 

containing nearly 2,000 figures, which can be 

grouped into three main categories: animals, 

human figures, and abstract signs. 

Over 900 can be identified as animals, and 605 of 

these have been precisely identified. Out of these 

images, there are 364 paintings of horses as well 

as 90 paintings of stags. A smattering of other 

images include seven felines, a bird, a bear, a 

rhinoceros, and a human. There are no images of 

reindeer, even though that was the principal 

source of food for the artists.

The most famous section of the cave is the Great 

Hall of the Bulls where bulls, equines, and stags 

are depicted. The four black bulls, or aurochs, are 

the dominant figures among the 36 animals 

represented here. One of the bulls is 5.2 meters 

(17 ft) long, the largest animal discovered so far

in cave art. Additionally, the bulls appear to

be in motion.



PREHISTORIC ART

Prehistoric Art

One of the most puzzling features of Lascaux is 

what’s known as the ‘Shaft of the Dead Man (or 

Wounded Man)… Here it depicts a man (which is 

the only human representation in the cave) with 

some sort of bird head lying next to a bison who 

appears to be wounded from a spear. Alongside 

them are a bird on a long stick and a broken 

spear. It could be concluded that the man was 

attempting to kill a bison, but lost the battle!

According to one theory, the eyes of the bull, the 

bird, and the bird-man may represent the three 

stars Vega, Altair, and Deneb commonly known 

as the Summer Triangle.

Lascaux Cave Paintings

ca. 17,300 BCE
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Magnificent gallery known as the HALL OF BULLS

Caves of Lascaux (France)
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Hall of the Bulls. Lascaux, France, 16,000-14,000 BCE
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Denotes the CONCEPT of a BULL

using TWISTED PERSPECTIVE

Caves of Lascaux (France)
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The Chauvet Cave

Discovered in 1994 – named after the 

exploration leader, Jean-Marie Chauvet

Using c-14 dating, found that these were 

15,000 years OLDER than Altamira! The 

Chauvet Cave contains the oldest human 

footprint that can be dated accurately.

Lions and bears depicted, but never part 

of the Paleolithic diet (which confuses 

theory that paintings were part of a hunting 

ritual)

Animals are depicted 

NATURALISTICALLY – not abstractly like 

other caves

VIDEO

http://www.bradshawfoundation.com/chauvet/chauvet_cave_paintings.php
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POP QUIZ!

The Oldest?

The First One Found?

The Most Extensive?

Chauvet Cave (France)

Altamira (Spain)

Lascaux (France)


