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Resumo

As atividades artísticas do Paleolítico Superior da Eurásia são conhecidas desde o final da "Idade do Gelo". O Paleolítico Superior 
é o período de tempo datado de entre cerca de 35.000 BP e 10.000 BP. A "arte da Idade do Gelo" inclui a arte rupestre nas grutas, 
arte móvel (até agora conhecida apenas a partir da Península Ibérica e de um sítio, nos Pirenéus franceses) e sítios de ar livre com 
arte rupestre. É principalmente caracterizada por numerosas figuras de animais, especialmente de herbívoros, que muitas vezes são 
muito realistas. Este artigo trata sobre as representações de aves, que são menos numerosas. Na maioria dos casos as representações 
de aves do Paleolítico Superior na arte rupestre permitem apenas a classificação a nível da ordem e da família das aves representadas. 
Em alguns poucos casos, as espécies podem ser definidas. Para uma determinação mais precisa é necessário, na minha opinião, uma 
estreita colaboração entre pré-historiadores e ornitólogos: uma abordagem interdisciplinar é indispensável para compreender melhor 
este tópico. Foram selecionadas algumas representações rupestres com aves do Paleolítico Superior, descobertas em grutas, ao ar 
livre e em arte móvel, de acordo com sua ordem serão apresentados e discutidos neste artigo.

Palavras-Chave: Arte da idade do gelo; Paleolítico Superior; arte das cavernas; arte rupestre; arte móvel; aves

Abstract

Artistic activities of the Eurasian Upper Palaeolithic are known by the term "Ice Age Art". The Upper Palaeolithic is the long 
period between about 35.000 to 10.000 BP. Ice Age art includes cave art, portable art and – until now known only from the Iberian 
Peninsula and from one site in the French Pyrenees – open air rock art sites. It is mostly characterized by the numerous animal 
figures, especially of the group of herbivores, which are often very realistic. This paper deals about the representations of birds 
which are less numerous. In most cases the representations of birds of the Upper Palaeolithic Ice Age art can be classified only 
to their order and family. In some few cases the species can be defined. For a determination, in my opinion, a close collaboration 
between prehistorians and ornithologists - an interdisciplinary approach - is indispensable to understand this topic better. Some 
selected representations of birds of Upper Palaeolithic cave art, open air rock art and portable art according to their order will be 
presented and discussed in this paper.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Artistic activities of anatomically modern human beings 
(Homo sapiens sapiens) of the Eurasian Upper Palaeolithic 
are known by the term Ice Age art. The Upper Palaeolithic is 
the long period between about 35.000 to 10.000 BP [Before 
Present]. The Upper Palaeolithic is divided into different 
periods by prehistorians: the Aurignacian (circa 38.000–
29.000 BP), the Gravettian (circa 31.000-22.000 BP), the 
Solutrean (circa 22.000-17.000 BP) and the Magdalenian 
(circa 17.000-12.000 BP).

Ice Age art includes cave art, portable art and – until now 
known only from the Iberian Peninsula and one site in the 
French Pyrenees – open air rock art sites. Cave art is very 

frequent in Spain and France. A dozen of caves with cave art 
are known from Sicily in Italy. There is one cave with cave 
art in Great Britain, there are two in Romania and two in the 
Southern Ural Mountains.

Upper Palaeolithic cave art is mostly characterized by 
the numerous animal representations which are often very 
realistic. There are differences in the frequency of the animal 
species. Most common are mammals, especially the group 
of herbivores. Besides these animal figures there are also 
depictions of human beings which are less frequent. Even 
rarer are anthropomorphic composite beings which have 
animal and human attributes and animal composite beings. 
And finally, there is the group of different geometrical signs.

Braun, I.M. 2018. Representations of Birds in the Eurasian Upper Palaeolithic Ice Age 
Art.

Recebido: 20 Novembro 2017 / Aceite: 20 Novembro 2018 / Disponível online: 25 Abril 2019



 Boletim do Centro Português de Geo-História e Pré-História 1 (2) 2018 

14

Braun, I.M. 13-21

Upper Palaeolithic artists used three basic techniques for 
cave art: painting, engraving and sculpting. These techniques 
were applied singularly or in combination. In a lot of caves 
there are depictions made by different techniques. In many 
cases the Palaeolithic artists integrated the natural shape of the 
rock in their artworks or modified it to their use.

Portable art is known from many parts of Europe and even 
as far as Siberia. In contrast to cave art portable art is mobile 
and portable and therefore the term portable art. Portable art 
is mostly found in context of Upper Palaeolithic settlements. 
Different techniques can be distinguished. Portable art includes 
engravings of animals, human beings or signs on different 
materials such as antler, bone, mammoth ivory, stone etc. 
There are also animal and human figurines which were made 
of different materials. 

2. REPRESENTATIONS OF BIRDS IN THE EURASIAN 
UPPER PALAEOLITHIC ICE AGE ART

In contrast to the rest of animals birds are represented rather 
rarely in the Eurasian Ice Age art. Even more rarely is the 
mixture of representation between birds and human beings. 
The author counted about 194 representations of birds, among 
them there are 64% in portable art, two in open air rock art sites 
and the rest of 36% in cave art.

In most cases the representations of birds of the Upper 
Palaeolithic Ice Age art can be classified only to their order and 
family. In some few cases the species can be defined. However 
we have to consider the artistic freedom of representation.

In collaboration with Urs Weibel and Daniel Hernández - two 
ornithologists - the author realized that some representations of 
birds of the Ice Age art were wrongly classified as it is difficult 
to make ornithological determinations. Moreover, there is the 
problem that frequently there are only old reproductions of the 
figures and these are not always depicted in detail. 

It would be desirable for a more detailed study to have 
at least good photos and new drawings of these figures to 
determinate these birds better. For a determination, in my 
opinion, a close collaboration between prehistorians and 
biologists - an interdisciplinary approach - is indispensable to 
understand this topic better. The natural ancient environment 
of the site which has representations of birds surely plays an 
important role for their realisations by the palaeolithic artists. 

Finally, it would be very interesting for an interdisciplinary 
and deeper study to compare archaeozoological analyses of 
Palaeolithic sites where portable art objects with representation 
of birds were found with rests of birds in these sites if they 
exist. Some selected representations of birds of cave art, open 
air rock art and portable art according to their order will be 
presented and discussed in this paper. 

2.1. Order Owls (Strigiformes)

Representations of the order owls (Strigiformes) are known 
in cave and portable art. 

In Chauvet cave (Dép. [Département] Ardèche, France) an 
owl was drawn with the fingers in the soft wall of the cave 
(Chauvet et al., 1995; Clottes, ed., 2001).

The head is represented from the front. The rest of the body 
is seen from backwards with the wings and the feathers. A line 

in the head indicates the beak. Due to the represented ear tufts 
it allows a determination as an eagle owl (Bubo bubo) or a 
long-eared owl (Asio otus). This figure probably dates in the 
Aurignacian.

In Les Trois-Frères cave (Dép. Ariège, France) there is an 
engraved scene which probably shows two parent animals 
with their young one in the middle (Bégouën & Breuil, 1958; 
Bégouën, ed., 2014).

Both heads of the parent animals are seen from the front, the 
rest of the body is seen in profile. The tail feathers of the left 
animal are represented clearly. These owls are probably barn 
owls (Tyto alba).

Bégouën and Breuil (1958), however, interpreted them 

Fig. 1a - Engraving of an eagle owl (Bubo bubo) or long-eared owl (Asio otus) 
in Chauvet cave [© Photo Jean Clottes].

Fig. 1b - Eagle owl (Bubo bubo) [© Photo 
Ingmar M. Braun]

Fig. 1c - Long-eared owl (Asio 
otus).
NMB 14324 [© NMB, Photo 
Ingmar M. Braun]
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as probable snowy owls (Bubo scandiacus). Eagle owl and 
long-eared owl can be excluded because of the missing ear 
tufts. Although these figures cannot be dated directly they 
probably belong to the Gravettian (Bégouën & Breuil, 1958; 
Bégouën, ed., 2014). In Le Portel cave (Dép. Ariège, France) 
there is a schematic and black outline which is, however, well 
identifiable as an owl (Beltrán et al., 1966).

The round head, two points for the eyes and the lines of 
thorax and back can be recognised. It can be supposed that it 
is a figure of a snowy owl (Bubo scandiacus) which probably 
dates in the Magdalenian.

Two sculptured rings in mammoth ivory were found in the 
Gravettian open air site Pavlov (Czech Republic).

They are interpreted as owls because of their forms. 
(Valoch & Lázničková-Galetová, eds., 2009). In the site of 
Le Mas d'Azil (Dép. Ariège, France) a horse tooth was found 
in the Magdalenian layer in which probably an owl head was 
sculptured (Péquart & Péquart, 1963).

2.2. Order Acciptriformes

Another engraved bird 
figure in Les Trois-Frères cave 
shows the head and the neck of 
a bird.

Fig. 2a - Engraved owls in Les Trois-Frères cave [Bégouën & Breuil 1958].

Fig. 2b - Barn owls (Tyto alba). NMB [© NMB, Photo Ingmar M. Braun]

Fig. 3a - Painted owl in Le Portel cave [Beltrán 
et al. 1966]

Fig. 3b - Snowy owl (Bubo scandiacus) [© Zoo 
Basel, Photo Torben Weber]

Fig. 4 - Figurines in mammoth ivory showing probably owls from Pavlov 
[Valoch & Lázničková-Galetová, eds., 2009].

Fig. 5 - Probable owl head sculptured in a horse tooth from Le Mas d'Azil 
[Péquart & Péquart 1963].

Fig. 6 - Engraving of the head and 
neck of a probable vulture in Les 
Trois-Frères cave [Bégouën & Breuil 
1958].

13-21Braun, I.M.
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For Bégouën and Breuil (1958) it is a raven. In particular 
because of the beak with short lower mandible and the 
significant curved upper mandible, the form of the head and 
the neck it can impossibly be regarded as a raven according to 
the two ornithologists. It is rather a bird of prey, for example, 
a vulture.

Les Trois-Frères cave is located in the area of the foothills 
of the Pyrenees where vultures surely occurred at that time. 
This example shows very well how important a collaboration 
with ornithologists is for the ornithological determination of 
the representations. 

An engraving of Fornols-Haut (Dép. Pyrénées-Orientales, 
France), the only until known Upper Palaeolithic open air rock 
art site in France, shows the clear head of a vulture with the 
characteristic hooked beak (Sacchi, 1999).

2.3. Order Charadriiformes, Family Alcidae

In 1991 Cosquer cave near the city of Marseille (Dép. 
Boûches-du-Rhône, France) was discovered. The actual 
entrance is situated 37 m below the sea level. During the 
Upper Palaeolithic the sea level was about 80 m deeper than 
nowadays and the cave was located about 11 km from the 
coast line. Among the numerous animal figures like horses and 
ibexes there are also typical sea animals, for example, seals. 
There are also these black drawn representations of birds of 
which one is still complete.

There are flaked parts of the cave wall especially in the zone 
of the lower figure. According to their forms it is supposed that 
they represent great auks (Pinguinus impennis) which points 
out the proximity to the sea.

The animal on the right has a length of 26 cm from head to 
the tail end. (Clottes & Courtin, 1994). According to d'Errico 
(1994) the two birds facing each other are two males which 
fight for the female which is painted below. 

In different excavations in the area of the Mediterranean Sea 
which date in the last glacial and the beginning of the Holocene 
bone rests of auks were found (Clottes & Courtin, 1994).

2.4. Order Anseriformes

In the Labastide cave, located in the French Pyreness (Dép. 
Hautes-Pyrénées), there is an engraving which shows the 
prosoma of a bird (Omnès, 1982).

The eye is formed by a natural whole in the wall. The 
shape of the head indicates that it is probably a bird of the 
Anseriformes, probably a goose (Anser sp.).

In the Magdalenian open air site of Gönnersdorf 

Fig.7 - Griffon vulture (Gyps 
fulvus) [© Tierpark Bern, Photo 
Bernd Schildger]

Fig. 8 - Engraved vulture from the 
open-air rock art site of Fornols-
Haut [Sacchi 1999]

Fig. 9a and 9b - 
Paintings of three 
great auks (Pinguinus 
impennis) in Cosquer 
cave [Photo: Modified 
from Clottes & Courtin 
1994; Drawing: Roussot 
1994]

Fig. 9c - Great auk (Pinguinus impennis) 
[Modified from Clottes & Courtin 1994]

13-21Braun, I.M.
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Numerous important Magdalenian portable art objects were 
found in Enlène (Dép. Ariège, France). Among them there is 
this fragmented piece of a spear-thrower (Breuil & Bégouën, 
1958).

A bird figure is sculptured in a light relief on both sides. The 
eye of one bird shows a clear artificial cavity and it is supposed 
that it was filled with something. On one side of the hook a line 
was engraved and it suggests an impression of a bird's head. 
The two bird figures on the sides are regarded as birds of the 
family Anatidae.

The site of Mal'ta belongs to one of the most eastern sites 
with Upper Palaeolithic portable art. It is located in the region 
of the Lake Baikal and 80 km away from Irkutsk (Russia). Dates 
of the site obtained an age about 23'000 BP. There are totally 
16 representations of birds known which are all sculptured in 
mammoth ivory. 13 of them show an elongated neck, the head 
and short wings of different size (Abramova, 1967).

(Rhineland-Palatinate, Germany) numerous slate plaquettes 
with engravings of different animals and female silhouettes 
were found. According to G. Bosinski (2008) there are 22 
engraved representations of birds on 17 slate plaquettes. These 
birds belong to different orders. Gönnersdorf is the site with 
the biggest number of figures of birds of which three are 
presented in this paper. There are three plaquettes on which the 
bodies and the elongated necks of birds are visible and which 
are regarded as swans (Cygnus sp.) according to their shapes.

For Bosinski (2008) they are swans with their heads in the 
water.

 

Fig. 10a - Engraving of a 
probable goose (Anser sp.) 
in Labastide cave [Omnès 
1982]

Fig. 12a - Spear-thrower with lightly sculptured birds showing probably 
Anatidae on each side from Enlène [Bégouën & Breuil 1958]

Fig. 10b - Greylag goose (Anser anser) [© Photo Ingmar M. Braun]

Fig. 11a - Swan 
(Cygnus sp.) 
with its head in 
the water from 
Gönnersdorf 
[Bosinski 2008]

Fig. 13a - Figurines in 
mammoth ivory probably 
showing flying swans 
(Cygnus sp.) or cranes 
(Gruidae) from Mal'ta  
[Abramova 1967]

Fig. 11b - Swan (Cygnus sp.) with its head in the water [© Photo Ingmar M. 
Braun]

Fig. 12b - Female 
wild duck (Anas 
platyrhynchos) [© 
Photo Ingmar M. 
Braun]

13-21Braun, I.M.
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According to Bosinski (2008) - who relies on H.-E. Joachim 
- it is a cock. 

2.6. Order Passeriformes 

Another engraved slate plaquette of Gönnersdorf shows 
according to Bosinski (2008) a bird of the order Passeriformes 
and the family of corvids (Corvidae).

This representation is drawn realistically, too. Joachim 
(in Bosinski 2008) determines it either as a rook (Corvus 
frugilegus) or a common raven (Corvus corax) with an open 
beak.

Very often there are several representations on the same 
slate plaquettes of Gönnersdorf. But in this case this figure of 
bird is the only representation on a big plaquette. Has this bird 
a particular significance? Unfortunately we cannot answer this 
question and we can only speculate about it. 

They are interpreted as flying swans (Cygnus sp.), but in my 
opinion they can also be regarded as flying cranes (Gruidae).

The length of the biggest one is 14,9 cm with a width of 3 
cm (Abramova, 1967). As they have a perforation at the end 
in the zone of the tail it is supposed that the were carried as 
pendants.

2.5. Order Galliformes

On another slate plaquette of Gönnersdorf there is a figure 
engraved which shows clearly a bird of the order Galliformes.

As it is drawn very realistically this representation can be 
classified in the family of Phasianidae and in the subfamily 
of Tetranodiae. It can be even supposed that the species is 
determinable and that it is a rock ptarmigan (Lagopus mutus).

Fig. 13b - Flying cranes [© Photo Stefan Leimer]
Fig. 14c - Rock ptarmigan (Lagopus mutus). NMB 4481 [© NMB, Photo 
Ingmar M. Braun]

Fig. 14a and 14b - Engraving 
of a probable rock ptarmigan 
(Lagopus muta)
from Gönnersdorf 
[Drawing: Bosinski 2008; 
Photo: Bosinski 1982]

Fig. 15a and 15b - Engraving of a bird of the family of Corvidae of 
Gönnersdorf [Drawing: Bosinski 2008; Photo: Bosinski 1982]

13-21Braun, I.M.
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2.7. Order Gruiformes

There are important portable art objects found in the 
Magdalenian layers of the rockshelter of Laugerie-Basse (Dép. 
Dordogne, France) which was discovered at the end of the 
19th century. Among them is this bâton percé made in reindeer 
antler. Its length is 19,8 cm and its width 2,3 cm (Cleyet-Merle 
& Geneste, eds., 2014). Bâtons percés were tools and their 
perforation probably served to straighten reindeer antler for 
the fabrication of projectile points. A bird figure is engraved 
near the perforation.

Due to the shape of the head with the beak, the elongated 
neck, the shape of the body and the elongated legs this bird 
belongs to the order of Gruiformes.

3. ORDER INDETERMINATE

In the following some representations of birds of the Upper 
Palaeolithic cave and rock art will be presented which cannot 
be classified in an order. Located in the Spanish Basque country 
there is a figure of a bird in the Altxerri cave.

It is sitting on the croup of a bison. Its length is 17 cm and it 
is dated in the Magdalenian. Only the eye, the thorax, the belly 
and the tail with the feathers were engraved by the artist. The 
rest of the body is formed by the natural form of the cave wall. 
(Altuna, 1997). This example shows very well how the Upper 
Palaeolithic artists included the natural relief of the cave walls 
and modified it to their use. 

Significant figurines made in mammoth ivory were 
discovered in different sites in the region of the Swabian Alb 
(Baden-Württemberg, Germany). They date in the Aurignacian 
and they in general represent different mammals like horse, 
bison and cave lion, but also human beings. A sculptured piece 
of mammoth ivory was found in the excavation of Hohle Fels 
in 2001 by the University of Tübingen. One year later a very 
finely sculptured head of a bird was found in the same site and 
they could fit together.

The length of the object is only 
4,7 cm. (Conard, 2009). It looks like 
a waterbird whose wings which are 
very close to the body. According to 
the two ornithologists it could be a 
bird of the order Gaviiformes.

Fig. 15d. Common raven (Corvus 
corax). NMB 14228 [© NMB, Photo 
Ingmar M. Braun]

Fig. 15c. Rook (Corvus frugilegus)
[© Photo Flurin Leugger – 
www.flurinleugger.ch]

Fig. 17. Representation of a bird in Altxerri cave [© Photo Jesus Altuna]

Fig. 18a. Figurine of bird in mammoth ivory from Hohle Fels probably 
showing a bird of the order Gaviiformes [Conard 2009]

Fig. 16a - Bâton percé made 
in reindeer antler with an 
engraving of a bird of the order 
of Gruiformes of Laugerie-Basse 
[Cleyet-Merle & Geneste, eds., 
2014]

Fig. 16b - Common crane (Grus 
grus)  [© Zoo Basel, Photo 
Torben Weber]

Fig. 18b. Common loon (Gavia immer). 
NMB 4179 [© NMB, Photo Ingmar M. 
Braun]

13-21Braun, I.M.
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four fingers, therefore rather from a bird than from a human 
being. Interestingly often in literature it is written that only the 
head of this enigmatic figure is an element of a bird. Below this 
strange bird-man figure there is a rod on which a bird is sitting 
whose head is similar to the head of the composite being.

4. CONCLUSIONS

This paper shows that birds surely played a certain role in 
the symbolic world of the Eurasian Upper Palaeolithic human 
beings. Although the representations of mammals, especially 
the groups of herbivores, dominate in the Ice Age art, the 
artists of that time depicted various kinds of birds and used 
different techniques. But we will probably never know the 
reason for these artworks. A fact is that a lot of us nowadays are 
touched by these figures by our direct ancestors of the Upper 
Palaeolithic period. 

It would be very desirable to work in future closer with 
ornithologists, archaeozoologists and other disciplines 
concerning this topic.
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On the other side of the Rhine river of Gönnersdorf there 
is the Magdalenian open air site of Andernach-Martinsberg. 
There the first excavations were made in 1883 by Hermann 
Schaafhausen. Among the findings there is a rejected piece of 
reindeer antler which was modified into a bird.

The height of the object is 10 cm. The beak is sculptured and 
the eyes are formed by two knobs. The wings and the feathers 
of the tail are indicated with engraved lines on the back side. 
(Bosinski, 2014). This finding shows - like the bird of Altxerri 
cave - how the Upper Palaeolithic artists were inspired by 
natural forms and integrated them for the fabrication of their 
artworks. 

In El Buxu cave (Prov. Asturias, Spain) a bear fang was 
found in the Solutrean layer. It was sculptured to a bird 
(Berenguer, 1994; Barandiarán, 1994).

The wings are well represented on both sides and one end 
was carved to a head. The other end shows a broken perforation 
and it is supposed that this object was worn as a pendant. 

At the end of this article a composite being with attributes of 
human being and bird is shortly described.

The black figure is painted in the so called shaft scene of the 
famous Lascaux cave (Dép. Dordogne, France). Bataille, 1955; 
Aujoulat, 2003).  It is a very schematic human representation 
which shows a man with erected penis. Instead of a human 
head he has a bird's head. Both arms end in hands each with 

Fig. 20a and Fig. 20b. 
Representation of a bird from El 
Buxu cave 
[Drawing: Barandiarán 1994; Photo: 
Berenguer 1994]

Fig. 21. Detail of the shaft scene in Lascaux 
cave with the bird-man and the sitting bird 
on a rod [Modified from Bataille 1955]

Fig. 19. Representation of a bird of Andernach-Martinsberg [Bosinski 2014]

13-21Braun, I.M.
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