Do You Ever Dream
of the Animals at
Lascaux?

lan Maleney



which we may or may not be open. And

because the work of art itself is similarly
| suspect this is an uncomfortable truth

for contemporary society, which bases
its entire structuring mythology on

sees everything within it as a commodity,

driving forces of social and technological
and treats everything and everyone

concerted fashion and receive a solution
in return, that risk and investment and
progress. We are living in an insanely
day-to-day existence are immeasurably
complex and unbending; a world which
production line. Everything is a case of
supply and demand, and the only thing
that matters, in the end, is the margin.

the ingenuity of the individual are the
as a widget in some unknowably large

rational world, where the logistics of

the idea that hard work pays off, that
you can chip away at any problem in a

being ready and willing is no guarantee it

engineered, or even really anticipated;
will come.

revelatory, miraculous even, it cannot be

animal world — the otherness which, we
cannot help but feel, they knew and felt
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increase or decrease. There is simply no
qualitative measurement we could plot
on a graph to show, see, art is getting
better, objectively. The novelist of today
has no upper hand on Cervantes or

may change but, humans being human,
we learn the truths of life (which, | hope,
is what we put into art) not as a set of

of facts but as a series of revelations for
which we may or may not be prepared, to
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in a manner we have since left behind.
forgotten; and desire — desire to feel the
warmth of the fire against tired skin, to
feel all the endless night beyond it, to
touch skin to stone and leave a vision in
the dark for others to follow: the flank
and the frame, the first evidence we
have of being haunted by the animal,
by what is natural and unthinking and
unquestionably not us. The grief is all
the pain of living knowing we will die.
Maybe the primary lesson of Lascaux

is that art never progresses in any
Shakespeare, the composer no special
insight unavailable to Bach. The tools

Some wonder has dissipated, some
what | feel: grief, for the ancestors and

what they learned that we have since
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dream of the animal, the earthen, has
vanished.

When the animals come to me, this is
meaningful sense. It changes all the
time in style, in aim, in value, but its
quality can not exactly be said to

and its unknowable afterlife. The ochre
flank rises up like a cathedral wall. I think
my most secular thoughts: someone saw
this in their mind, and brought it about.
with all the time that has passed between
the original hand and ours. And as we

It was done by someone, for someone,
work’s own immediate beauty, it has long

since eclipsed. And just as the artist’s
some time — a process in which nothing
is ever certain, in which any misstep may

see the bulls, the oxen, the aurochs, we
feel the beauty and the power, but we
see, too, the hands that rendered that
beauty and power on the wall. We hear

creation would have caused the same
deep resonant shock they cause me even
now. The air is suddenly the same as

one finds upon entering certain religious
buildings - the mind turns instantly to
thoughts of some eternal presence, some
transient way we have of seeing and
experiencing beauty, both in its creation
possibly for some purpose which now,
through both time’s passing and the
discovery of these forms unfolded over
sever the tender, miraculous connection
rediscovery flowers in time, blooming

to something other — so our own

us all. In the warm flicker of firelight, the

figures — drawn so directly, with such
purpose — seem to move as the shadows

move. Hidden beneath the burning
we, we whose long-past ghosts stood
there and painted with their hands, are
it has never changed — perhaps to have

dark stone wall, as never in the flesh, of
stumbled upon them a day after their

not; all that is outside of us, free of our
double-edged awareness; free on the
the certainty of death.

The mystery of these animals has not
changed for the longest time. Perhaps

gigantic ochre flank hanging off a bony
this place become the animal - all that

to me, out of the dark as they come to
surface of the earth, they are secretive,
safe, almost eternal. In my mind | see
the cattle, the oxen, the aurochs. | see a
black frame; the spine leading in one
clear movement to the skull and the
horns. This is not just an animal, but in

Do you ever dream
Lasca UX? Sometimes they come

of the animals at
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