
 
 
 
 
 
Statement on behalf of the Department of Prehistory, Complutense University of Madrid, 
about the conservation of the paintings in the cave of Altamira and the "research 
program" undertaken by Spain’s Ministry of Culture 
 
The cave of Altamira was entered into the World Heritage list in 1985. Since then it has been 
subject to the principles that regulate that list, the most important of which is that it should be 
preserved for future generations. We believe that the new “Program” of Spain’s Ministry of 
Culture, a plan which includes opening the cave to visitors, raises important issues of 
conservation and endangers a fragile legacy of utmost importance for understanding 
Palaeolithic society. Our view is based on the following arguments: 
 
1. Spain’s Ministry of Culture decided to close the cave to the public in 2002 and asked the 
Spanish National Research Council (CSIC) to undertake a detailed monitoring and study of the 
cave’s microclimate. This was carried out from 2002 to 2012. The CSIC team published a 
summary of its work in an article in the prestigious journal Science1.Their research shows that 
human presence and the lighting associated with it damages the painting perceptibly. 
Therefore, the cave should remain closed. 
 
2. Contrary to such a recommendation, the Ministry of Culture has refused to publish the full 
report submitted by the CSIC team and has in every way promoted the opening of the cave to 
visitors. To this end the Ministry has commissioned a second “a la carte” study entitled, 
“Research Program for the Preventive Conservation and Access Regime for the Cave of 
Altamira, 2012-2014”, the preliminary results of which have just been published2. The very title 
of the project reveals the Ministry’s purpose. This has resulted in a series of actions with 
important consequences for the cave’s conservation and management, actions intended to 
justify opening the cave. These may be summarized as follows: 
 
 a. The Ministry has selected Gaël de Guichen, an engineer, as director of the new 
“Program”. Guichen, whose knowledge about Prehistoric Rock Art is not endorsed by any 
publication in scientific journals, has declared on many occasions that he favors opening all 
types of monuments to the public and has collaborated with politicians who promote such 
views3. Thus, his position was predetermined in favor of the opening of the cave to visitors. In 
other words, the Ministry chose an “expert” who could be relied upon to tell it what it wanted to 
hear. 
 
 b. The arguments for closing the cave that until recently were put forward by the 
                         
1Sanz Jiménez, C. et al. 2011: Paleolithic Art in Peril: Policy and Science Collide at Altamira Cave" Science, 7 
October, Vol. 334: 42‐43. 
2http://ipce.mcu.es/pdfs/Programa_Investigacion_Altamira.pdf 
3http://conservateurs‐restau.meilleurforum.com/t1498‐bilan‐sur‐les‐mutations‐de‐la‐conservation‐restauration‐
en‐europe‐gael‐de‐guichen 
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Altamira Museum have been dropped. Considerable expense was devoted to making an 
excellent replica of the cave and this has attracted many visitors to the Museum. Its director 
used to argue that the facsimile was the best approximation to the cave’s condition in the 
Palaeolithic. He now says that contemplation of the original is the only way to satisfy the 
“emotion” visitors hope to encounter. When persons who have seen the original praise the 
quality of the facsimile, their views are disparaged by the directors of both the “Program” and 
the Museum4. These declarations reduce the value of the replica, a work of exceptional quality 
and high cost. 
 
 c. Local politicians have pressured the media to demand opening of the cave. Several of 
them belong to the Altamira Patronage Board (Patronato), a body of politicians and 
administrators that decides how the cave and Museum are managed. The politicians postulate 
that the possibility of visiting the cave will boost tourism in the region and make its Heritage 
available to a broader public without significant negative effect on the Palaeolithic paintings5. 
We have seen that, based on strictly scientific evidence, the CSIC report clearly contradicts 
such a conclusion. Although the 2014 “Program” proposes a lottery to permit a few visitors to 
contemplate the paintings directly, it provides no facts that would support the safety of such a 
policy. 
 
 d. Spanish State Television has prepared a documentary (broadcast on several 
occasions) that argues for opening the cave and for the unequaled experience of viewing the 
original instead of the replica. Its very title declares its intention: “Altamira, the importance of the 
original"6. Although the scientific findings of the CSIC stress the harmfulness of light to the 
paintings, the Ministry has authorized the production of a second documentary7 and has funded 
a new project of photographic documentation under bright lighting. Their results show, among 
other things, the abundant presence of bacteria on the walls of the cave8. 
 
 e. Given that scientific arguments do not support opening the cave to the public and that 
the promise of increasing visits has failed to attract the support that was expected, the director 
of the “Program” has resorted to asserting that the geological instability of the cave argues for 
taking advantage of it now9. This argument finds no support even in the “Program’s preliminary 
report, which states that the there is no danger to the cave’s stability10. 
 
In conclusion, the scientific studies carried out between from 2002 to 2012 demonstrated in 
detail the grave dangers posed by opening the cave to visitors and, therefore, the need to keep 
the cave closed so as to fulfill the UNESCO mandate with respect to World Heritage sites. The 
Director of the Altamira Museum has declared that for Altamira “conservation is the means, but 
the end, of course, is the use, the sustainable use” of the cave. This is in direct contradiction to 
the priorities set by UNESCO Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and 

                         
4http://sociedad.elpais.com/sociedad/2014/03/07/actualidad/1394222230_387695.html 
5http://www.elconfidencial.com/cultura/2013‐08‐01/la‐decision‐de‐reabrir‐altamira‐la‐tomaran‐los‐politicos‐no‐
los‐cientificos_14437/ 
6http://www.rtve.es/alacarta/videos/cronicas/cronicas‐altamira‐importancia‐del‐original/2623795/ 
7https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ST07ApEo9sw 
8 http://www.huffingtonpost.es/2014/12/12/cuevas‐de‐altamira‐_n_6315392.html 
9http://www.abc.es/cultura/20140506/abci‐cueva‐altamira‐conservacion‐201405052206.html. 
10http://ipce.mcu.es/pdfs/Programa_Investigacion_Altamira.pdf (p. 223). 
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Natural Heritage:”…identification, protection, conservation, presentation and transmission to 
future generations…”  
 
Neither the scientific evidence nor the number of proposed visitors support the opening of the 
cave. It is clear that political pressure and electioneering are the motivations that underlie the 
position taken by Spain’s Ministry of Culture. 
 
The case of Altamira is identical to that of the cave of Lascaux, where efforts have concentrated 
on preserving the original paintings and promoting visits to the excellent replica, Lascaux II. The 
scientific observation and control of the cave has been ongoing and, upon receipt in 2009 of a 
dossier presented by France concerning this work, UNESCO determined officially that the site 
was no longer endangered. This finding has not led the French government to consider even for 
a moment the opening of Lascaux. Rather it has reinforced the policy of encouraging visits to 
the replica and the development of other resources based on new technologies. 
 
Reinforcing this criterion, UNESCO has included recently the Chauvet Cave on the World 
Heritage List, stating among the "Protection and Management Requirements" that the cave 
must remain strictly closed: "Any changes in relative humidity and/or the air composition inside 
the cave may have severe effects on the condition of the drawings and paintings. It is due to 
this risk that the cave will not be open to the general public, but also that future visits of experts, 
researchers and conservators will need to be restricted to the absolute minimum necessary"11. 
The public access to the cave will be based not on direct visits, but on modern dissemination 
strategies based on scientific knowledge. It is clear again that the Spanish position on Altamira 
differs substantially from the criteria managed by UNESCO. 
 
Spain has the obligation to study the cave scientifically, to disseminate the knowledge acquired 
in such studies, and to preserve this Heritage for future generations. The actions undertaken by 
Spain’s Ministry of Culture present a clear threat to this conservation. We believe that UNESCO 
and other International Organizations committed to the preservation of Cultural Heritage should 
take notice of the danger to Altamira posed by political decisions.  
 
 
Madrid, 12/17/2014 
 
 
 
Jesús Álvarez Sanchis 
Head of the Department of Prehistory 
Complutense University of Madrid 
Faculty of Geography and History 
(A list of members of the Department of Prehistory is included) 

                         
11http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1426 
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