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I was around fifteen years old when I visited Altamira cave. It was after 2002, so what I really saw was 

the “neo-cave,” which was constructed due to the deterioration of the original prehistoric paintings as 

a consequence of the large number of people that visited it. Of my entry to Juan Navarro Baldeweg’s 

building, I remember a low and warm light, like that of a fire, and a feeling of expectation. Back then, I 

knew nothing of cave paintings, and I doubt I had ever seen pictures of Altamira. I uselessly try to 

travel back to that moment and remember what I could possibly expect from that visit, ignorant as I 

probably was of what was inside, in that somewhat distracted attitude of mine when on holidays with 

my parents, not due to a lack of interest but to the comfortable laziness of being taken to places. No 

matter the knowledge I possessed beforehand, nothing could possibly prepare me for that spectacular 

sea of lively bison. What amazed me was to think that a person living fifteen thousand years ago 

possessed the talent not only to paint such naturalistic animals, but also the audacity to take 

advantage of the rock’s protuberances in order to give shape to their anatomies. 

 

When one sees cave paintings, the thousands of years separating us from their creators momentarily 

cease to exist. The drawings have no time; they could have been traced by us. In a very beautiful 

chapter of his Autobiografía sin vida [Autobiography Without Life], Félix de Azúa asks himself what 

series of circumstances took man to paint. To a certain extent, it was an act of arrogance: through the 

abstraction of reality, mankind was proclaiming its superiority over all other species. From that 

moment on, human beings not only inhabited and shared the physical world; they could also represent 

it. Once the parallel world of images was created, all possibility of a true fraternity with the rest of the 

animal kingdom was lost. Maybe that’s why we are so moved by good representations of animals –

Velázquez’s horses, the bears and dogs of Miguel Macaya–, because they take us back to humanity’s 

infancy, when animals were our equals. 

 

In his book, Azúa was speaking specifically of Chauvet cave, which contains the oldest paintings known 

today. Since its discovery in December 1994, and in contrast to Altamira, no one except a very reduced 

number of specialists has ever entered the cave. There isn’t even a replica yet, which means that, 

apart from photographs, we are obliged to watch the documentary Cave of Forgotten Dreams by 

Werner Herzog, who was granted exceptional permission to film inside the cave by the French Ministry 

of Culture. Even on a screen, the drawings of the caves move us. We observe them not with the 

astonishment of discovery but of recognition. There we see a beauty that has not been surpassed in 

http://uncuadrounasilla.wordpress.com/
http://artefeneon.blogspot.com.es/2012/11/el-rio-seco-de-las-imagenes.html
http://miguelmacaya.es/en/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kULwsoCEd3g


 

 

millennia of art history. Miquel Barceló sums it up perfectly: “To think that art has progressed much 

from Altamira to Cézanne is a Western, vain pretension.” Observing the paintings of the caves, one can 

make out an aesthetical sensitivity which runs through thousands of years. The reddish ochre of the 

bison in Altamira is one of the most beautiful colours I have ever see and is very similar to the one 

that, years later, with the same inclination of the neck, I saw painted on the ceiling of San Isidoro in 

León. 

 

To speak of cave painting and end up talking about politics may seem extravagant. What has made me 

relate both concepts, to my dismay, is the news of a letter which several professors of Madrid’s 

Universidad Complutense, supported by investigators from CSIC (Superior Centre of Scientific 

Investigations), have recently sent to UNESCO denouncing the plans of the Spanish Ministry of Culture 

to reopen Altamira cave, in what they consider an act of electioneering. One fears a matter like this, 

which should be purely scientific and academic, might become part of partisan political debates. I am 

horrified to imagine cave painting ending up on one of those harsh weekend television debates, a 

mere toy for political analysts and celebrity politicians to play about with. In such an environment, any 

matter runs the probable risk of becoming corrupted because, in Spain, democracy’s natural and 

healthy scepticism usually takes the shape of evil-minded suspicions. Even before one opens his or her 

mouth, the opposing analyst or politician adopts a disbelieving, cynical expression. It may sometimes 

appear that they are listening to one another, but their strong prejudices will save them from reaching 

any agreement: half of the people on the TV studio where the debate is taking place listen to the other 

half with the certainty that left-wing convictions are synonymous of naivety and economic 

incompetence; on the opposite side, any analysis is based on the belief that a person on the political 

right is essentially evil. 

 

When faced with a matter like the Altamira cave, one naturally tends to side with the experts. It seems 

reasonable to support those who want the cave to remain closed if its opening entails any risk for the 

conservation of the paintings. The accusation of political opportunism sustained by the undersigned 

doesn’t seem far-fetched either. Accustomed to living in a country where the separation of powers is 

constantly questioned, where partisan debates contaminate every aspect of public life, nothing seems 

free of suspicion. Recent events like the, finally aborted, project of staging a padel tennis tournament 

at Mérida’s Roman amphitheatre are far from inviting optimism. But the truth is that the decision to 

reopen Altamira by the Ministry of Culture was taken after a committee of experts produced a 

favourable report. It’s not less true that this committee was formed shortly after a previous one, which 

had worked in the cave from 1996 to 2012, advised against the reopening. Did the second committee 

receive pressure from the Ministry so that they would turn out a favourable result? Are the 

undersigned of the letter to UNESCO exaggerating? Am I becoming one of those disbelieving cynics? 

 

Debates among experts on whether it is convenient or not to open the cave is not the problem. What 

is frustrating, and sadly familiar, is for a purely cultural and scientific matter to fall under suspicions of 

political sectarianism. Altamira’s conservation –with or without the reopening– is much more 

important than short-sighted political debates. It should also predominate over economic profit. It is 

reasonable to try to attract tourism and investment to a region or country rich in culture, but this can 

never be the decisive criteria of cultural policies. Would it be fair to disdain the conservation of 

Mérida’s Roman monuments or the paintings in the Prado if they received half the visitors they do 

now? From a purely tourist and educational point of view, the Altamira Museum and the “neo-cave” 

perfectly serve the needs of most visitors, this is, everyone except a very reduced number of experts. 

Accustomed as we are to almost everything being the result of some digital medium, somebody should 
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take time to promote –beginning with the museum’s website– the exceptional work of Matilde 

Múzquiz and Pedro Saura. They were the two people in charge of the replicas of the paintings of 

Altamira, for which they employed the same mediums as the primitive artists: charcoal, iron oxide and 

water. Their work was so thorough that, during their study of the original paintings, drawings that 

remained hidden at first sight began to emerge. 

 

To publicly promote the work of people who dedicate their lives to the study and conservation of 

historic heritage is the best way to begin to value culture as a fundamental aspect of any advanced 

society. In Spain, it is not rare for cultural initiatives to be presented as generous concessions of the 

political authorities of the moment. To rescue culture from sectarian disputes and make it a concern of 

the State would not be a cultural victory, but a democratic one. 

 

 
Matilde Múzquiz (1950-2010) working on the replicas of Altamira. 
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