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L E T ’ S  L O O K  A G A I N

Take a few minutes to look at this cave art again 
– with fresh eyes. Looking at art once is never enough... 
there’s always more to see! What new things do you notice 
this week? You can look at everything together, or just focus 
on one painting. Note your new observations here.
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A  M A P  O F  T H E  C A V E

2

One of the most fascinating things 
about the Lascaux Cave is the layout. 
There’s a deliberate – and very organized – 
composition to the placement of the art.

This organization suggests that the paintings in the 
Lascaux Cave are more than just a collection of 
random drawings. The placement was thoughtful, 
and there was a reason for the art.

Entrance

Hall of
the Bulls

Axial Gallery

The Passage

The Apse Diverticule of
the Felines

The Shaft
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Sitting down are two of the four boys who discovered the Lascaux Cave. Sitting down are two of the four boys who discovered the Lascaux Cave. 

L E T ’ S  M E E T  T H E  A R T I S T S
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Who painted in the Las-
caux Cave? The ancient 
cave artists lived long ago and 
it is a challenge to know who 
they were and what their lives 
were like.  

Archaeologists have studied 
the people who lived in this 
area during the time the cave 
paintings were created. They’ve 
named this group of people 
the Magdalenians. 

Archaeologists learned that the 
Magdalenian people led simple 
lives, hunting and fishing for 

Who painted in the Lascaux Cave?

food. They might have worn clothing made from animal hides and skins, but, because it was so long ago, 
no one knows for sure. 

Some archaeologists study the area around the caves, looking for clues about how these people lived. They 
discovered that the Magdalenians built their shelters in the mouths of the caves. By living right next to the 
caves, they were protected from the cold winters and unknown dangers from wild animals. 

Scientists found charcoal specimens – and after analyzing them – believe the Magdalenians used them as 
sources of light through burning torches in the caves and/or art tools used for wall paintings.  

Archaeologists know that humans began creating art during the Upper Paleolithic period 40,000 years ago. 
Archaeologists disagree about the exact time the Magdalenian people lived. There are various theories that 
date from 18,000 B.P. to 9,000 B.P.
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Cave artists used the rock contour of the 
cave to create a three-dimensional effect. It 
looks like the animals are walking on land.
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L E T ’ S  L E A R N  M O R E

It was so dark deep inside the cave! How did they see 
without any natural light? Cave artists used torches while 
they walked into the cave and while they worked on the 
walls. Archaeologists have found charcoal droppings on the 
cave floor that are evidence of a fire source deep inside the 
cave. They’ve also found small fat-burning lamps that would 
have made a soft light for the artists. 

The artists would have taken all of their needed supplies with 
them and they would have spent many hours preparing the 
walls, processing the pigments, and then drawing and 
painting on the walls. These artists must have been very 
skilled because once the black lines are drawn onto the wall 
surfaces they became part of the wall, blending with the 
calcite. Magdalenians did not have erasers and 
they could not paint over mistakes. They had to be 
sure about their drawings before they drew them. 

Sometimes the Magdalenians scraped the calcite walls of 
Lascaux Cave to make the surface smooth before they 
painted. For example, the Hall of the Bulls and Axial Gallery 
have a thin layer of a hard calcite which were used for 
paintings. Other parts of the cave has softer walls and artists 
were able to do engraving in these areas. 

In some places, the artists used the curves of the cave as 
part of their art. The artist might use a bumpy line in the rock 
wall to be the ground upon which animals are running, giving 
the art texture and a three-dimensional effect. 

How did artists paint in the cave?
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The Prehistoric 
Paint Palette
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L E T ’ S  L E A R N  M O R E

The cave art colors came from pigments found in rocks. The 
Magdalenians would find colorful soft rocks and they would 
crush the colorful minerals from them. Once the minerals 
were crushed into a powder, the artist added water until the 
mixture became a paste. These artists were able to create 
shades of yellow, red and brown. They used charcoal from 
burnt wood for the line drawings and coloring in black.

Archaeologists have evidence that the Magdalenian artists 
mixed pigments to get just the right shade of the color they 
wanted. There is evidence that they even heated the miner-
als to create specific colors.

So far, there is no evidence that the cave artists had brushes 
to apply the paint, but they could have used fur, hair or moss 
to hold and apply the paint paste without dripping. Many of 
the animals look like they have circles dabbed on them. 

Archaeologists found hollow bone tubes with powered paint 
inside. These were probably used to color the animals (they 
may have used the tube like a straw to blow pigment onto 
their art- creating a smooth and even airbrushed effect). 

Archaeologists also found scraping tools that were worn 
down from engraving on the soft walls. 

Many of the paintings are large in scale, and high up on the 
walls. There is evidence of post holes in the cave walls and 
fragments of wood that could represent scaffolding that 
helped the artists reach the highest parts of the cave walls. 

How did artists paint in the cave?

Umber

Ochre

Sienna

Manganese

Kaolin
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The ‘dead’ man
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L E T ’ S  L E A R N  M O R E

There’s a very unusual drawing that is so 
different from all the others, no one can 
agree about what it means. People don’t 
even agree about what this drawing 
shows. What do you see here? 

Many historians think this is a drawing of a 
wounded man with a bird mask who next 
to a wounded bison. Is that what you 
saw? If not, do you see it now? It’s 
definitely open to interpretation, and it 
stands out as a piece of art that’s so 
different from the rest of the drawings and 
paintings surrounding it. It’s the only 
drawing in the cave that shows a person.

There are two main themes in the cave art at Lascaux– animals and geometric 
symbols. Lascaux Cave artists made hundreds of abstract signs and shapes. There are lines that look 
similar to arrows, red and black dots drawn in rows, and squares- some outlined and some painted in 
colors. Nobody knows what these designs meant to the Magdalenians. It is truly a mystery.

Many of the paintings show animals from the side – their heads in profile, but their horns shown from the 
front. This is called “twisted perspective” and is considered a style of painting. Artists may have used 
this unique composite viewpoint to show two iconic aspects of the animals – their bodies and their horns. 
Painting the animal from the front wouldn’t allow them to show the shape of their body, and painting their 
head with only one horn would be an incomplete representation of the animal.

Where groups of animals are painted together, the artists made it seem like some of them were in front and 
others were behind. This creates depth and a feeling of space in the art.

What did artists paint in the cave?
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L E T ’ S  L E A R N  M O R E
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The Magdalenian culture survived for thousands of years. The art that we 
study from the Lascaux Cave shows us that there were some people who 
lived back then who were very skilled and talented at what they did. In 
order for the Magdalenian artists to accomplish all of the cave wall art, they 
would have to spend a lot of time in preparation, painting, and engraving.

These ancient artists could not have had time to produce 
art and hunt for food, gather food, cook, clean or work at 
other ordinary duties it took to survive back then. The 
artists needed to collect pigment, process it and make 
tools to use on the walls. They needed time to walk deep into the 
caves and spend hours working on their art. They had to master the 
twisted perspective and three-dimensional techniques. They could not 
have had time to do other kinds of work. 

These artists were given specialized art tasks for the group because the 
group must have believed in the value of the art. For some reason, 
this art was important to the Magdalenian people. 

Some researchers have speculated that there may have been ceremonial 
aspects related to the cave art, that it may have been a form of communi-
cation with other people, or even a way of documenting and recording the 
world they lived in. We may never know what the art symbolized, if it 
served a useful purpose for the group, or if it the paintings were decorative 
– a way of honoring their environment.

What we do know from studying the ancient cave art is 
that humans have always created spaces in their lives and 
in their societies for art and artists.

Why did artists paint in the cave?
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N O W  I T ’ S  Y O U R  T U R N . . .

Imagine you have your very own cave to paint. Would you organize it into sections 
like the cave artists did in the Lascaux Cave? Or would your cave be a more of a 
free-form experience?

For this week’s project, explore the idea of designing your own cave. You can use the basic shape from 
Lascaux, or change the shape to be anything else.

Where will you put your paintings? How big will they be? What colors would you like to use? What 
subject would you like to paint? Will your cave tell a story that goes on and on as the viewer walks 
through? Or will the different sections stand on their own and feature different concepts or ideas?

If you like to build things, you could even create a small basic 3-D model of your cave. 

You could also sketch it out the way an architect plans a building –  just make a loose drawing on a big 
sheet of paper. Add any notes to explain your ideas and any scraps that show colors or other things you 
want to include in your art.

For the next two weeks our assignments will build on the plans you outline this week. We’ll use this main 
cave overview as inspiration for two smaller projects, so if you want to think about two especially import-
ant areas in your cave, you’ll be able to draw and paint them in more detail over the next two weeks.
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