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In 1868, the French paleontologist Édouard Lartet and his son Louis excavated a shallow 
cave in southern France. They uncovered five layers of remains, including the skeletons 
of ancient humans. The skeletons were between 10,000 and 35,000 years old. The skulls 
and other evidence indicated that the Cro-Magnons (named after a large boulder in the 
region) were more sophisticated than the Neanderthals, another prehistoric race. In the 
following selection the Lartets describe what they found. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
What evidence led the Lartets to draw conclusions about where the Cro-Magnons 
originally lived? 
 
 
 
It was on the upper part of this yellow band [layer of dirt], and at the back of the cave, 
that the human skeletons and the accessories of the sepulture1 were met with; and all of 
them were found in the calcareous debris,2 except in a small space in the furthest hollow 
at the back of the cave. This last deposit also contains some worked flints, mixed up with 
broken bones, and with some uninjured bones referable to small rodents and to a peculiar 
kind of fox. 
 
Lastly, above these different layers, and all over the shelter itself, lay the rubbish of the 
talus3 (4 to 6 meters thick), sufficient in itself, according to what we have said above 
about its mode of formation, to carry back the date of the sepulture to a very distant 
period in the Prehistoric Age. 
 
As for the human remains and the position they occupied in bed, the following are the 
results of my careful inquiries in the matter. At the back of the cave was found an old 
man’s skull, which alone was on a level with the surface, in the cavity not filled up in the 
back of the cave, and was therefore exposed to the calcareous drip from the roof, as is 
shown by its having a stalagmitic coating on some parts. The other human bones, 
referable to four other skeletons, were found around the first, within a radius of about 
1.50 meters. Among these bones were found, on the left of the old man, the skeleton of a 
woman, whose skull presents in front a deep wound, made by a cutting instrument, but 
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which did not kill her at once, as the bone has been partly repaired within; indeed our 
physicians think that she survived several weeks. By the side of the woman’s skeleton 
was that of an infant which had not arrived at its full time of foetal development. The 
other skeletons seem to have been those of men. 
 
Amidst the human remains lay a multitude of marine shells (about 300), each pierced 
with a hole, and nearly all belonging to the species Littorina littorea so common on our 
Atlantic coasts. Some other species, such as Purpura lapillus, Turritella communis,4 etc., 
occur, but in small numbers. These also are perforated, and, like the others, have been 
used for necklaces, bracelets, or other ornamental attire. Not far from the skeletons, I 
found a pendant or amulet of ivory, oval, flat, and pierced with two holes. There were 
also found near the skeletons several perforated teeth, a large block of gneiss, split and 
presenting a large smoothed surface; also worked antlers of reindeer, and chipped flints, 
of the same types as those found in the hearth-layers underneath. 
 
To resume:—The presence, at all levels, of the same kind of flint scrapers, as finely 
chipped as those of the Gorge d’Enfer,5 and of the same animals as in that classic Station, 
evidently shows them to be relics of the successive habitation of the Cro-Magnon shelter 
by the same race of nomadic hunters, who at first could use it merely as a rendezvous, 
where they came to share the spoils of the chase taken in the neighborhood; but coming 
again, they made a more permanent occupation, until their accumulated refuse and the 
debris gradually raised the floor of the cave, leaving the inconvenient height of only 1.20 
meters between it and the roof; and then they abandoned it by degrees, returning once 
more at last to conceal their dead there. No longer accessible, except perhaps to the foxes 
above noticed, this shelter and its strange sepulture were slowly and completely hidden 
from sight by atmospheric degradation bringing down the earthy covering, which, by its 
thickness alone, proves the great antiquity of the burial in the cave. 
 
The presence of the remains of an enormous bear, of the mammoth, of the great cave-
lion, of the reindeer, the spermophile, etc. in the hearth-beds strengthens in every way 
this estimation of their antiquity; and this can be rendered more rigorously still if we base 
our argument on the predominance of the horse here in comparison with the reindeer, on 
the form of the worked flints and of the bone arrow- and dart-heads, and on the above-
mentioned indications of hunting, as well as on the absence of any engraving or carving. 
Hence we may refer this station of Cro-Magnon to the age immediately preceding that 
artistic period which saw in this country the first attempts of the engraver and the 
sculptor. 
 
Whence came these ancient men of the Vezère?6 Here the geologist must be silent. His 
duty is to confirm the facts forming the subject of this introductory notice, as far as 
they belong to his domain. To the anthropologist we look to enlighten us on the  
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characters of the race. It may, however, be remarked that the seashells associated with 
the sepulture at Cro-Magnon are in no wise of Mediterranean origin, but belong only to 
the Atlantic Ocean, and are notably common on the shores of La Charente.7 This fact 
may be taken in consideration. 

 
 
1. sepulture: burial 
2. calcareous debris: remains containing calcium 
3. talus: a sloping mass of rock debris 
4. Littorina littorea,  Purpura lapillus, Turritella communis: types of shells from ocean 
animals 
5. Gorge d’Enfer: a gorge in southern France where Lartet had excavated another rock 
shelter 
6. Vezère: a river in southern France 
7. La Charente: a region in western France 
 
 

Excerpt from Reliquiae Acquitanicae by Edouard and Louis Lartet, in Eyewitness to 
Discovery, edited by Brian M. Fagan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
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