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Fourteen years ago we raised a number of reservations, in this journal, about the age of the 

Chauvet art (Pettitt & Bahn 2003). A reply published in the same issue (Valladas & Clottes 

2003) failed to address our points, or any of those raised previously in Züchner’s 

comprehensive stylistic critiques (e.g. 1995, 1996, 1999a & b). Further problems were raised 

subsequently (Pettitt & Pike 2007; Pettitt 2008; Pettitt et al. 2009) and especially in a major 

critique by, respectively, the doyen of the south-east French Upper Palaeolithic and a noted 

scientist (Combier & Jouve 2012, 2014). This literature is replete with examples of the 

problems, anachronisms, tautologies, unjustified assumptions, selective arguments and 

mistakes in the Chauvet team’s attempts to support its early chronology. It has all been 

ignored. 

 

We do not intend to rehash or develop here our critique of what we term the ‘Chauvet early 

chronology’. Suffice it to say that the main tenet of this model is that its art is of Aurignacian 

and Gravettian age and that the former includes its sophisticated panels of charcoal drawings. 

We have addressed recent attempts to bolster the early chronology in detail elsewhere (Pettitt 

& Bahn 2014). We begin this paper by summarising the themes of a decade-long debate, 

before concentrating on the cave’s art, using this to propose a far simpler—and we believe 

more likely—chronology for Chauvet’s artistic phases. 

 

The few dates on the art itself cannot be trusted and do not reflect the age of the art 

Initial stylistic assessments suggested that Chauvet’s art was Gravettian and Solutrean 

(Clottes, in Chauvet et al. 1996), but this view was abandoned when minute samples of 

charcoal removed from a handful of drawings yielded radiocarbon measurements in the order 

of 30–32ka BP (Valladas et al. 2001, 2005). Notwithstanding the chemically complex nature 

of cave walls, this was treated as routine dating: no experimental procedures were followed, 

nor has information pertinent to the independent evaluation of methods and results been 

published, despite having been called for over 10 years ago (Pettitt & Bahn 2003). Serious 
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questions remain about the efficacy of the dating programme in general (Combier & Jouve 

2012: 143–49; 2014). Measurements published on humic and humin fractions on charcoal 

from a horse head depiction yielded statistically distinct results, which were accepted initially 

but were later withdrawn (Valladas et al. 2005: 111) on the basis of a subsequent critique 

(Pettitt & Bahn 2003). Discrepant measurements on two fractions from the same sample 

should, to radiocarbon specialists, indicate the presence of contamination; accepting such 

results (in particular those on the humic fraction) is a methodological error, which casts doubt 

on the remaining few dates of the cave’s art. Even if one takes them at face value, the 

results—which date the production of the charcoal (i.e. lighting of the hearths) and not the 

creation of the art—are not demonstrably relevant. This is a serious issue; it remains highly 

plausible that Solutreans and Magdalenians entering the cave encountered abundant charcoal 

on the cave’s floor near to the collapsed entrance, produced much earlier in time, and simply 

selected it for use. The few published photographs of charcoal on the cave’s floor show that it 

is preserved in excellent condition (and indeed could be used for drawing today). The 

Chauvet team must eliminate the logical possibility that Late Upper Palaeolithic artists 

simply took advantage of an available material.  

 

The wider radiocarbon dating programme for the cave indicates only that a small and 

unspecified number of hearths were lit in the cave 30–32ka BP and other human 

activity occurred after this; it is irrelevant to the age of the art 

The Chauvet team’s response to critiques of the dating methodology was the Chauvet 

laboratory intercomparison programme (Cuzange et al. 2007; Quiles et al. 2014). Three 

laboratories produced 29 radiocarbon measurements on charcoal from a single hearth. This, 

again, dates only the burning of the hearth, not the use of the resulting charcoal to create art 

that could have occurred at any time subsequently (Pettitt & Bahn 2003 contra Clottes 2003: 

214). We do not know exactly how many discrete combustion events the cave’s charcoal 

represents: why should a single hearth, or a small number of burning events, be at all 

representative of human activity in the cave? Most of the samples dated are individual 

charcoal lumps, which were dispersed by the cave’s considerable water action (Geneste 2003: 

45). These do not in any way relate to the question of the age of the art. 

 

The attribution of some of the cave’s art to the Aurignacian is highly problematic and 

requires a number of assumptions that are not justified 
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Aurignacian archaeology is remarkably sparse in the region—if not completely absent (Pettitt 

2008; Combier & Jouve 2012: 139–41; 2014). Although we would not want to labour this 

point—such cultural ‘black holes’ can exist for a variety of reasons including history of 

excavation, taphonomy or simply pure chance—it remains possible that the Ardèche “was not 

one of the recognised Aurignacian habitations of France. It is important to make this point 

clearly [our emphasis]” (Combier & Jouve 2012: 140). Among European art that derives 

from clear Aurignacian contexts there are no parallels with Chauvet’s art whatsoever (e.g. 

Delluc & Delluc 1991; Serangeli 2004); attempts to compare Chauvet’s art with Aurignacian 

examples such as the portable carvings of south-west Germany are inappropriate, incorrect 

and tautologous (Pettitt et al. 2009 contra Tosello & Fritz 2005; see below). Assuming there 

are Aurignacian depictions of animals in Chauvet thus requires an unfeasible set of 

suppositions and distortions of data. In any case, Chauvet’s art has often been seen as unique 

(Clottes 1996a & b).  

 

The number of entrances used by the cave’s artists has not been established, and the 

closure of the current entrance has been inaccurately dated: whatever the case, data are 

consistent with access to the cave until at least to 18 ka BP, and possibly much later. 

The Chauvet team have advanced contradictory statements on the apparent closure of the 

cave’s current entrance, which could have occurred as early as 22ka BP, possibly 19ka BP, or 

as late as 15ka BP (Delannoy et al. 2003, 2004, 2012a & b, 2013; Sadier et al. 2012a & b). 

Taking their results uncritically, i.e. assuming the current entrance was the only one, and that 

the dating by cosmogenic isotopes of the cliff collapse said to seal it is reliable, the resulting 

age ranges at two sigma do not constrain the art to a pre-20ka BP period; they are instead 

entirely consistent with activity in the cave several millennia later (Pettitt and Bahn 2014). 

Specialists admit, however, the probability that other entrances existed (Le Guillou 2003a; 

Delannoy et al. 2004; Combier and Jouve 2012: 132; 2014), and a picture of multiple or 

changing points of access into the cave fits better with the changing spatial foci of the cave’s 

art from phase to phase, as we discuss below. 

 

The archaeology and palaeontology on the cave’s floor are chrono-culturally 

undiagnostic and are irrelevant to the age of Chauvet’s art. 

The remains of cave bears are abundant in Chauvet, and they were probably denning on 

numerous occasions from at least as early as 37ka BP to at least as late as 22ka BP (Fosse & 

Philippe 2005; Bocherens et al. 2006). Recent analyses of the cave bear remains have been 
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taken to suggest their local extinction around 23ka BP (Bon et al. 2008, 2011): this is based 

on unclear sampling strategies (Pettitt & Bahn 2014), although, again accepting this 

uncritically, it is entirely in accordance with this species being represented in the cave 

throughout the Gravettian, as we discuss below. The few dated torch wipes also belong to this 

period (Valladas et al. 2001, 2005), whereas one hearth dates to 30–32ka BP. The purpose, 

extent and cultural context of this apparently earliest human activity in the cave are totally 

unclear and need bear no relation to its art (Pettitt 2008; Pettitt et al. 2009; Combier & Jouve 

2012, 2014). The small number of lithic artefacts recovered from the cave has been used to 

support the early chronology (Geneste 2003, 2005), although there is no reason to assume 

they are connected with the art, and in any case they are culturally undiagnostic (Pettitt 2008; 

Pettitt et al. 2009; Combier & Jouve 2012, 2014). A single sagaie that lacked sufficient 

carbon for dating has a close parallel from the Solutreo-Magdalenian of Lascaux (Pettitt 

2008). 

 

In all cases, the art of Chauvet can be attributed to the Gravettian, Solutrean and 

Magdalenian; wide artistic parallels with securely dated art from elsewhere make this 

the most parsimonious—and most likely—interpretation 

Numerous parallels exist for technical, stylistic and thematic attributes of the Chauvet art. 

With the exception of a small number of traits that are found throughout the Upper 

Palaeolithic and that cannot therefore function as chrono-cultural markers, on stylistic 

grounds, Chauvet’s art , in all cases dates to no earlier than the Gravettian, with much of it no 

earlier than the Solutrean or Magdalenian (Züchner 1995, 1996, 1999a & b; Pettitt et al. 

2009; Combier & Jouve 2012, 142–43; 2014). There are no stylistic grounds whatsoever to 

attribute any of its art to a period earlier than the Gravettian. A number of scholars have 

suggested similarities between the Chauvet art and the demonstrably Aurignacian art of the 

rockshelters of the Vézère valley and the ivory figurines of the Swabian Alb.  

Even a cursory examination allows us to eliminate these comparisons. Such views do not 

compare like with like: the south-west French rockshelter art is pecked, engraved or painted 

in black and red; the south-west German images comprise carved ivory figurines; and yet the 

Chauvet black series are charcoal drawings in a deep cave. These comparisons also conflict 

with the opinion that the art represents distinct regional traditions, e.g. “the vulvar tradition in 

the Vézère Valley seems to represent a distinct regional variant […] across Europe in the 

Early Aurignacian’ (White et al. 2012: 8455), and one does not find carved statuettes of the 

south-west German type elsewhere. Comparisons with the latter seem to hinge upon a 
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perceived dominance of the lion, yet it is now known that the German figurines have other 

common themes as diverse as several large herbivores and birds (Conard 2007; Floss 2007), 

and such an assumption is therefore invalid. Even when comparing the carved lions of 

Vogelherd with the charcoal-drawn lions of Chauvet, differences are apparent. At Chauvet 

these are stump drawn with considerable attention to detail such as whisker follicles and ears 

protruding above the line of the head, whereas the Vogelherd carvings have ears inside the 

head, no detail of whisker follicles and they utilise the regional trait of cross-hatching to 

depict fat and pelage (Floss 2007). These differences could relate to the demands of the 

medium (protruding ears could easily break off a small carving; cross-hatching is easier to 

engrave on a hard material, whereas charcoal drawing is immensely flexible), but this can 

only emphasise why such comparisons are inappropriate. A similarity only exists in the fact 

that they represent lions and thus look leonine. Even greater differences exist between 

Chauvet and the south-west French rockshelter art. Of the engraved subjects animals are 

simple, technically unachieved, ‘blocky’ and unnatural in shape (en passant similar to those 

from the Aurignacian of Fumane—Broglio & Dalmeri 2005). This also applies to the so-

called felid from Blanchard, which can be eliminated as a valid comparandum on similar 

grounds to the German carvings; this head with big teeth is so crude and vague that it cannot 

be assigned to any species, and could arguably be a bear (Delluc & Delluc 1978: 232–34). 

Some of the ‘vulvae’ (whatever they are, see Bahn 1986) are circular or elongated hoof 

shapes and bear absolutely no resemblance to the five ‘vulvae’ painted or drawn onto the 

walls at Chauvet (Le Guillou 2003b), which can be described as triangular in shape, i.e. with 

a concave upper (horizontal) line and two convex lines that converge to the vulvar opening. 

Fragments of painted lines found on several of the French blocks allow no formal 

comparisons as they could belong stylistically and thematically to anything, although one 

example, the lower part of a horse or bovid represented on the refitting blocks 11 and 12 from 

Abri Blanchard, is of interest (Delluc & Delluc 1978: 247–56; 1991: 124–29). This displays 

round hoofs also found in Le Portel, Lascaux and Chauvet, and which were used by Clottes in 

his initial attribution of Chauvet’s art to the Solutrean or Magdalenian. Examination of their 

stratigraphic context at Blanchard, however, reveals that they sat above the shelter’s 

uppermost Aurignacian level, and were only covered by Holocene deposits (Delluc & Delluc, 

1978: 247–56; 1991: 124–29); one cannot eliminate the possibility that the image is post-

Aurignacian, and parsimoniously it could fit into the Le Portel, Lascaux—and Chauvet—

horizon. By any typological standards, Chauvet does not meaningfully correspond to any 

currently known Aurignacian canon of art. 
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