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Descriptive Itinerary 
 
IHO France 2022 
Ancient symbols: Prehistoric Cave Art in France 
Neandertals, Early Modern Humans, and the Origins of Art and Symbolism 
August 27—September 7, 2022 
 
Join paleoanthropologist Donald C. Johanson and archaeologist Magen O’Farrell for this unique 
journey into the depths of prehistoric cave art in France. Explore the ancient origins of art and 
symbolic communication and what these uniquely human traits tell us about where we came from and 
who we are today. 
 
As we delve through time in dark, damp, scintillating underground sanctuaries, imagine the flickering 
light of smoking flames fueled by animal fat in shallow stone bowls as artists work charcoal and 
mineral pigments onto the rough cave walls…tens of thousands of years ago. Feel the emotion of 
standing in their very footsteps as they communicate to us through time and space via the beauty and 
symbolism of their masterpieces. Contemplate what they tell us about ourselves… 
 
Johanson, Founding Director of the Institute of Human Origins, originally designed this tour and has 
led it in the past with O’Farrell, a prehistoric technology and art specialist who has lived and worked in 
this part of France for more than thirty years. Combining their intimate knowledge of the region and 
close relations with expert colleagues, they have curated a truly exceptional experience for us. 
 
ASU’s Institute of Human Origins has led travelers to this region of France since the 1980s, providing 
insights not just into the history of the people who created the incredible paintings, engravings, and 
sculptures, but also where they fit in the long history of human evolution. Throughout the tour, Don 
and Magen will provide this broader context, illuminating the enigmatic relationship between two of 
Paleolithic Europe’s coexisting species—Neandertals and Modern Humans—and contemplating the 
role that art and symbolic communication may have played in the ultimate success of the latter, Homo 
sapiens sapiens, our direct ancestors. 
 
And for the first time this year, we’ll extend our journey to the southern French region of Ardèche to 
visit the Grotte Chauvet 2, the state-of-the-art replica of the original Chauvet-Pont d’Arc Cave. 
Discovered in 1994, this cave immediately joined the ranks of the world’s most spectacular cave art 
sites. In addition to its vibrant naturalistic art, featuring regal lions, woolly rhinos, and mammoths in 
motion, it is currently the oldest firmly dated decorated cave in the world, at 37,000 years! 
 
And for our Grand Finale… Jean-Michel Geneste will be our expert guide for a private behind-the-
scenes tour of Chauvet 2 and the natural, geological and cultural landscape of the original Chauvet 
Cave. Geneste, a world-renowned rock art specialist, is the former director of research at the original 
Chauvet-Pont d’Arc Cave and the former curator of Lascaux Cave. 
 
And since we’ll already be in the neighborhood, why not conclude our journey in the sumptuous 
historic city of Lyon, a.k.a. “The Gastronomic Capital of France!” A fitting return to the splendor and 
finesse of human artistry, and l’art de vivre, today. This was Don’s idea, by the way... 
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Day 1—Saturday, August 27: Arrival in Bordeaux, France 
 
Arrivals to Bordeaux, France. Guests will get taxis on their own. 
 
Enjoy lunch and time on your own in Bordeaux 
 
Check-in to the Five Star InterContinental Bordeaux–Le Grand Hôtel. Rooms available at 4:00 pm. 
(https://bordeaux.intercontinental.com/en/) 
 
Meet Don and Magen in the hotel lobby and continue on to our welcome aperitif and dinner in a 
historic French bistro, Le 1925. 
 
Meals included: dinner 
Hotel: InterContinental Bordeaux–Le Grand Hôtel (1 night) 
 
 
Day 2—Sunday, August 28: Les Eyzies/Pair non Pair Cave 
 
Travel to Les Eyzies-de-Tayac, known as the “Prehistoric Capital of the World.” 
 
Visit Pair non Pair Cave on the way: In 1881, this decorated cave was one of the first discovered, 
and its art is among the oldest known (33,000–26,000). In addition to its engraved cave art, in the 
museum, you’ll discover perforated teeth, bone pendants, and a 25,000-year-old bone flute found 
there! 
 
Lunch and wine tasting at a Château in Saint Emilion 
 
Finish our day’s journey and check-in to our four-star hotel in Les Eyzies-de-Tayac 
Hôtel du Centenaire (https://www.hotelducentenaire.fr/). 
 
Dinner at the hotel 
 
Meals included: breakfast, lunch, dinner 
Hotel: Hôtel du Centenaire (6 nights) 
 
 
Day 3—Monday, August 29: Musée National de Préhistoire/Rouffignac Cave 
 
Begin with a morning introduction by Don and Magen to set the stage for our cave art journey. 
 
Musée National de Préhistoire, Les Eyzies-de-Tayac 
Perched on a cliff above the small rustic village, this $30-million modern museum stands next to a 
16th-century fortress castle. This museum is hailed for its treasure-trove of Ice Age artifacts, one of 
the two or three greatest collections in the world. 
 
Lunch: “Chez Jugie” 
This traditional Perigordian restaurant with a friendly local atmosphere is nestled into a towering cliff 
face next to a famous prehistoric site, Laugerie Basse, known for its impressive collection of engraved 
and sculpted art objects, some of which we’ll see at the Musée National de Préhistoire. 
 
Rouffignac Cave 
Known as the “Cave of the Hundred Mammoths,” this cave contains over 250 engravings and 
paintings dated to around 14,000 years ago. Visitors board an electric train that takes them two 
kilometers deep inside the cave. 
 
Dinner at the hotel 
Meals included: breakfast, lunch, dinner 
Hotel: Hôtel du Centenaire 
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Day 4—Tuesday, August 30: Abri Cap Blanc/Commarque Cave and Castle/Font de Gaume Cave 
 
Château de Commarque 
This medieval fortified castle directly across the Beune Valley from the Abri Cap Blanc will surprise 
and enchant you. Built in the 12th and 15th centuries, it boasts a complex architecture of moats, 
ramparts, and an 80-meter-high dungeon. It is still owned by the Commarque family. 
 
Commarque Cave with Aude de Commarque (and Jean-Michel Geneste, if available) 
This cave plunges into the limestone bedrock directly below the château. It is the only deep cave with 
low- and half-relief animal sculptures attributed to around the same period as Cap Blanc’s. This cave 
is closed to the public, but the Commarque family has graciously allowed us to visit it. 
 
Lunch on your own in Les Eyzies 
 
Font de Gaume Cave 
One of the crown jewels of cave art, this is one of the most beautiful Paleolithic sanctuaries still open 
to the public. It contains more than 200 painted or engraved, often polychrome, representations of 
bison, horses, mammoths, and reindeer, and more. It is also very important in the history of research, 
being one of a group of three sites that finally convinced scientists of the authenticity of prehistoric 
cave art.  
 
Abri Cap Blanc 
This rock shelter reveals another technique of prehistoric art: sculpture. Over 15,000 years ago, 
prehistoric artists carved high-relief sculptures of horses, bison, and reindeer, some of which are over 
two meters long, straight into the limestone cliff. Originally painted in bright red and fully exposed to 
the valley below it, this shelter reminds us that not all Paleolithic rock art was hidden deep in caves. 
 
Dinner at the hotel 
 
Meals included: breakfast, dinner 
Hotel: Hôtel du Centenaire 
 
 
Day 5—Wednesday, August 31: Beynac Castle/Sarlat farmer’s market/Truffle hunting 
 
Today, we’ll shift gears with visits to some of the other treasures of the Périgord region. 
 
Accompanied by our local guide, Sandra Ho Tham Kouie, we’ll start with a visit to the legendary 12th-
century fortress, the Château de Beynac, towering high on a cliff face above the majestic Dordogne 
River Valley just opposite the Château de Castelnaud, its British-owned foe during the Hundred 
Years’ War. 
 
We’ll then continue with Adrian Mialet to the enchanting, storied city of Sarlat-la-Caneda, where 
you’ll enjoy its famed farmer’s market and lunch on your own. 
 
And to complete our quintessential Périgordian day, we’ll head off with Adrian to visit a truffle farm 
where you can try your hand at hunting them! 
 
Dinner at the hotel 
 
Meals included: breakfast, dinner 
Hotel: Hôtel du Centenaire 
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Day 6—Thursday, September 1: Pech Merle Cave /St. Cirq Lapopie/Cougnac Cave 
 
Pech Merle Cave 
Adorned with millions of scintillating cave formations, this cave also contains some of the oldest 
known cave art in the world, dating to 29,000 years ago. It features woolly mammoths, bison, horses, 
fish, human figures, and many symbols, including stenciled human handprints. But perhaps most 
striking is the large frieze of mysteriously spotted horses staged on a prominent rock “canvas” and 
accompanied by stenciled human handprints so fresh you can feel the presence of their makers.  And 
you can’t help being moved by the footprints of children left on the soft clay floor nearly a half-mile 
underground. 
 
Lunch and free time in the magnificent medieval village of Saint Cirq Lapopie, perched high on a 
sheer cliff towering above the Lot River. The view and charm of this exceptionally well-preserved 
artist’s haven will take your breath away. 
 
Cougnac Cave 
This cave’s intermingling of sturdy stalagmites and thousands of tiny sparkling stalactites is a 
geological gem. Add to this ambience its captivating art, and you can’t help but feel the emotions of 
the artists, 29,000 years ago. It also has some interesting links to the Pech Merle cave, starting with 
its age, and some of the same enigmatic figures, such as the “aviform” signs and so-called “wounded 
men.” Were these caves decorated by the same artists? 
 
Dinner on your own in Les Eyzies 
 
Meals included: breakfast, lunch 
Hotel: Hôtel du Centenaire 
 
 
Day 7—Friday, September 2: Lascaux IV/Castel Merle Valley/Lecture by Jean-Michel Geneste 
 
Lascaux IV 
We’ll begin our day with a visit to the newest replica of the original Lascaux Cave. Meticulously 
created using state-of-the-art technologies coupled with the inimitable sensibility of modern artists 
using the same techniques and pigments as the original masters, this replica will not disappoint! The 
temperature and humidity of the cave are also replicated to create an authentic experience. 
Lascaux is the most famous, and for many the most spectacular, of all decorated caves. Dated to 
21,000 years ago, it boasts hundreds of paintings and more than 1,500 engravings, including its 
masterful renditions of horses, deer and massive aurochs, accompanied by a plethora of mysterious 
geometric signs. 
 
Castel Merle Valley 
We’ll continue on to this small, lush valley lined on both sides with rich prehistoric sites nestled into 
limestone shelters and covering an immense period starting 85,000 years ago with Neandertals. 
Some of the sites occupied by Early Modern Humans, starting 35,000 years ago, have yielded 
engraved bones and hundreds of tiny mammoth ivory beads, which we’ll see at the prehistory 
museum in Les Eyzies. We’ll enjoy three activities here: 

§ a delicious outdoor lunch in this peaceful valley imbued with the legacy of our prehistoric 
ancestors, 

§ a tour of the Abri Reverdit with a frieze of four Magdalenian sculptures around 15,000 years 
old, 

§ flintknapping, fire making, and spear throwing demonstrations and the chance to try 
your own hand at the latter (always worth some good laughs…). 

 
Evening lecture by Jean-Michel Geneste 
“Chauvet Cave: The Depth of Visual Expression in Human History” 
 
Meals included: breakfast, lunch, dinner 
Hotel: Hôtel du Centenaire 
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Day 8—Saturday, September 3: Musée Soulages/Overnight in Rodez 
 
Today we’ll begin our journey south to Chauvet in the Ardèche region, stopping in Rodez, an 
overnight stay at the elegant Château de Labro Hotel (https://www.chateaulabro.fr/) 
 
Lunch at the Museum  
 
Musée Soulages 
Private tour of the Musée Soulages in Rodez, dedicated to the work of Pierre Soulages, the leading 
figure of abstract art and the most renowned French contemporary artist in France. 
 
Enjoy free time in Rodez or at our hotel with its relaxing grounds, pool, and spa. 
 
Dinner at the hotel 
 
Meals included: breakfast, lunch, dinner 
Hotel: Château de Labro (1 night) 
 
 
Day 9—Sunday, September 4: Travel to Ardèche 
 
Today we’ll continue our journey to the Chauvet region, stopping along the way to marvel at the 
Viaduc de Millau. 
 
Lunch in the city of Alès 
 
Cité de la Préhistoire, Orgnac l’Aven 
We’ll stop for a visit to this museum devoted to not only Neandertals and Early Modern Humans, but 
continuing through the Neolithic (first farmers) and Iron Age (metallurgy). That’s 350,000 years of 
human evolution! 
 
Check into the Hôtel du Couvent de Vagnas (https://www.couventvagnas.com/). 
 
Dinner at the hotel 
 
Meals included: breakfast, lunch, dinner 
Hotel: Hôtel Couvent de Vagnas (2 nights) 
 
Day 10—Monday, September 5: Chauvet 2/Pont d’Arc/ Gorges de Ardèche 
 
Chauvet 2 
Private tour of the Grotte Chauvet 2 with Jean-Michel Geneste. This largest decorated cave replica in 
the world was created in close collaboration with the scientific research team led by Jean-Michel. The 
center also includes a museum space called the Aurignacian Gallery, dedicated to the culture of the 
artists of the original Chauvet-Pont d’Arc Cave. No need to give more details here as we’ll have the 
best possible source, Jean-Michel, as our guide! 
 
Lunch at the Chauvet 2, La Terrasse restaurant 
 
Pont d’Arc and the Gorges de l’Ardèche 
Jean-Michel will guide us through the natural, geological, and cultural landscape around the original 
Chauvet-Pont d’Arc Cave. Not only will the information be enlightening, but the views will be stunning! 
 
Wine tasting and dinner at Raisin d’Ange. 
Meals included: breakfast, lunch, dinner 
Hotel: Hôtel Couvent de Vagnas 
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Day 11—Tuesday, September 6: Travel to Lyon/Farewell gastronomic dinner 
 
Travel from Ardèche to Lyon 
 
Lunch and free time in this sumptuous historic city known as the “Gastronomic Capital of France”! 
 
Check-in to the Five-Star Villa Florentine hotel (https://www.villaflorentine.com/en/) 
 
Gather at the hotel for our farewell gastronomic dinner  
 
Meals included: breakfast, dinner 
Hotel: Villa Florentine (1 night) 
 
 
Day 12—Wednesday, September 7: Departure from Lyon, France 
 
Transfers to the airport before 11:00 am 


