
C O N N E C T I N G  T H E  D O T S

Geography
Art is connected to everything... music, history, science, math, literature, and 
more! Let’s explore how this month‘s art relates to some of these subjects.
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The Magdalenians lived during a period that is called 
The Upper Paleolithic or Late Stone Age (at the end of 
the last ice age). Their culture existed from about 

18,000 to 9000 B.P. The world was colder back then. Much of the world’s water was frozen and 
the people who lived during this time stayed near rock and cave shelters because they were safe and a 
little warmer than the open spaces. The Magdalenians lived near the Vezere River and the survived by 
hunting and fishing. The Lascaux cave has many bone remnants from reindeer, which may have been a 
reliable food source for them. The European climate warmed up around 10,000 B.P. and there is no 
evidence of Ice Age hunting culture after 9,000 B.P. With the warming, the waters in the river rose and 
the environment became more habitable. The reindeer moved north to live in the colder climate. 

In addition to 
Lascaux, cave art 
has also been 
found on every 
continent except 
Antarctica.

The locations 
of some of 
the most 
famous caves 
are noted on 
this map.
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       How do archaeologists know the   
       age of the cave art? 

         Carbon 14 is constantly formed in the 
         upper atmosphere. It comes from cosmic 
         ray neutrons on nitrogen 14 atoms. It 
becomes oxidized in air to form carbon dioxide 
and then the carbon 14 enters the earth’s 
carbon cycle. Plants and animals are always 
absorbing carbon 14 from carbon dioxide 
throughout their lifetimes. When they die, they 
stop exchanging carbon with the biosphere 
and their carbon 14 content begins to 
decrease at a rate determined by the law of 
radioactive decay.
Radiocarbon dating measures how much 
carbon 14 is left in a dead plant or animal and 
this tells archaeologists how old the organism 
was when it died. Radiocarbon dating tells 
scientists when the organism was alive but not 
when a material from that organism was used. 
If a cave artist used a piece of charcoal from an 
old piece of dead wood, the radiocarbon dating 
would tell the scientists the age of the tree 
when it died, not when the Magdalenian artist 
drew the horse on the cave wall.

       How do archaeologists study
       places like the Lascaux Cave,   
       and how do they keep track of   
       what they find?

         Archaeologists dig carefully into the floor     
         of the caves. When they find things like 
         rocks or bones, they draw them, keeping 
track of the things they find and where they 
found them. The bone (fauna) and stone items 
are called artifacts and the plant (flora) items 
are called specimens.

Archaeologists try to figure out if the stones 
were used as tools and they identify any bones 
as they might be clues to what kind of meat the 
Magdalenians hunted and ate. 

This information gives archaeologists hints 
about how the Magdalenians lived and what 
kinds of animals lived there, too. Other archae-
ologists study the cave walls. They identify the 
pictures and shapes and making maps of the 
caves. These archaeologists figure out how old 
the art is, what the artists used to make the art 
and how they made it. 
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Science: Geology
How are limestone caves formed? Why did the cave art last so long?

It takes thousands of years to form the caves. Limestone, called calcium carbonate, is a soft rock 
formed from mud, shells and fragments of organisms living in water. Through thousands of years, 
small streams push up against the rock and work through it until a small hole is made. As time 
goes on, the hole gets bigger and more water moves through the area and dissolves the soft 
limestone. As the water moves, it reacts chemically with the air in the cave. This releases a bit of 
the calcium carbonate which forms a new rock called calcite. Calcite drips on the walls and then 
deposits harden the cave walls and cover cave floors. This is important because the calcite 
covers and protects anything humans and animals left in the cave. It provides a smooth 
permanent surface for art, too. 

The art in Lascaux is some of the best preserved cave art ever discovered. A 
rock slide closed off the entrance to the cave, sealing it up and keeping out damaging elements 
like wind and rain, and protecting the art for thousands of years. The Lascaux Cave stayed at the 
same temperature and humidity- keeping it sheltered from extreme temperatures. The cave is 
naturally dark and away from the sun‘s damaging rays (which can fade colors over time) and the 
color used to draw and paint the walls was made from materials that last a long time. 

Limestone is a sedimentary rock. 
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Science: Biology
Biologists study animals (among other things). 
We’ve seen how very important animals were to 
the Magdalenians. They covered their caves 
with images of horses, stags, elk, aurochs, 
cattle, bison, bulls, a bird, a bear, a woolly rhino, 
and even some abstract felines.

In 1875, scholars gave a name to the period of 
time and the region where the Lascaux cave art 
was made. They named this time “L’Age du 
Renne” or “The Age of the Reindeer.”

One bull stretches over 17 feet long, 
and is the largest animal found in any 
cave art ever!

A priest named Henri Breuil - who spent a 
considerable amount of time studying many 
prehistoric caves - formulated a theory about 
why they painted so many animals. His theory 
was that the animal art in the caves served the 
purpose of helping their society to be successful 
when they went out to hunt. He called this idea 
‘hunting magic.’ He suggested that these soci-
ety believed their paintings would influence the 
outcome when they went out to hunt.

More to explore!
 
Choose one of these animals, and learn a 
little more about them. Do a quick sketch 
of your animal here, and then list three fun 
facts you look up in a book or online.

1
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3
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Music
If prehistoric societies created art, do you think they also created music? 

If you answered yes, you’re right! They did! 

Archaeologists have found evidence that music played an important role in prehistoric cultures. People 
carved animal bones and pierced holes in them to create flutes.

Other prehistoric musical discoveries include stringed instruments, percussion, and the most accessible 
instrument of all... the human voice.

Do you have ‘primitive’ flutes, percussion, or string instruments you could use to make a prehistoric concert?

Use what you have at home (even if it’s simply your own voice, or making an empty oatmeal container into a 
drum) and see if you can create some Cave Art inspired music. 

What would their music sound like? How would different people work together to create music? Play around 
and see what you come up with.

One famous example – the 
Divje Babe flute – was 
carved from a cave bear 
femur, and is thought to be 
at least 40,000 years old. This 35,000 year old flute is 

made from a vulture bone.
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Math
Let’s think about those geometric symbols and the series of dots from the Lascaux 
Cave. Do you think they may have been a form of early math?

In most caves with art, geometric signs outnumber animal and human imagery by a ratio of 2:1.

There are 32 signs that are found throughout many European caves. No one knows for sure what they 
mean, or whether they were symbols that represented words/ideas or if they were used for another reason.

Were these images used to count, or keep an inventory of some kind? Click the image to read more! 

image from www.cbc.ca
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Literature
Supplement your cave art study with some historical fiction! These books are highly rated 
and have lots of great reviews. They would be perfect as read alouds, or for your kids to 
read alone if they are at this reading level.

Check your library to see if they are available, and get lost in stories from Paleolithic times!
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Prehistoric processes and supplies
This week, let’s create art with processes and techniques – and art supplies – that Magdalenian artists used! Here are 
some ideas to consider. Don’t try to do them all this week (unless you have lots of time for art). Just 
choose one to focus on and have fun! You could decide to:

You could even have fun with the material you paint on. Instead of using regular art paper, you can mix 
things up by use regular art supplies like charcoal sticks or vines, conté crayon, pastels, or watercolors on a surface 
that simulates the bumpy texture and color of stone. Use a brown paper bag that you crinkle up a little bit to give it a 
rocky dimension. If you don’t have a brown paper bag, you can make something similar by soaking a sheet of plain 
white paper in a bowl of brewed coffee or black tea. Just let your paper sit for 20-30 minutes, then carefully remove it 
and hang it to dry. Once it’s dry, it’s a great surface for some prehistoric artwork!

Choose one of the sections from the cave map you diagrammed last week, and draw or paint 
it on your paper. Consider the elements and styles we saw in the cave art:
 •The use of outlines and blocks of color
 •The use of twisted perspective
 •The way the animals seemed to be layered on in front of another
 •The balance of simplicity and detail
For an extra fun addition to your art time, tape your paper up onto the wall to get the experience of working upright. Or 
tape it to the bottom of the coffee table or a chair to simulate drawing on the ceiling of a cave wall!

Make your own natural pigments from materials in your environment. (Search your backyard and your 
house for interesting possibilities.)
Use a found object from nature as your paintbrush or make one from materials you gather in your yard 
or your house. (Scientists think the Lascaux Cave artists may have applied their pigment with moss or 
other natural materials.)
Create powdered pigment by grating down some chalk and use a straw to blow it onto your art. (Spray-
ing your paper first with a little water will help it to stick.) This method should only be used if kids are old 
enough to understand they can only blow out through the straw - and not breathe in!

A note for next week: If you purchased (or have) air dry clay to use for our week four project, we need to prep it this week so we can use it as a faux 
stone wall. Consider the size, shape, and texture you want for your art, and spread out a slab of clay (on a piece of foil or a plastic tray) that will work for your 
idea. If you want to add engraving to your stone ‘wall’ art, make sure to keep your clay thick enough to support it. Add a few bumps to simulate ridges in stone, 
or keep it smooth. Leave it to dry for next week! (This project is optional, and if you don’t have clay that’s totally fine! You can do a different project next week.)
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