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MARIA DE SAUTUOLA
AND THE CAVE PAINTINGS 
OF ALTAMIRA
BY HEATHER BUTLER

If you sit in an aeroplane for about three hours 
you might fly over Spain’s rugged mountains, 
busy cities, beautiful warm sea and deep, dark 
caves.

A hundred and thirty years ago, Maria De Sau-
tuola lived in Spain. Her father had an unusual 
hobby. He was an archaeologist and searched 
for really old things like coins, clay pots and 
bones buried in the ground. 

Sometimes Maria went with her father, car-
rying spades and small brushes to carefully 
sweep away dust and soil and dirt as they 
searched.  

They lived in a place called Altamira and their 
house had land all round it. In fact, it had lots 
of land, including some caves. Maria knew 
she was not to go near these because no 
one knew what was inside and they might be 
dangerous.  

When Maria was eight years old her father 
decided these caves needed exploring. 
‘Want to come with me?’ he asked Maria. 
What a silly question! Of course she did!

So they took some candles and matches as 
well as their spades and brushes. The cave 
looked like a dark mouth in the hillside. They 
were going to walk straight in to it. Maria’s 
father lit two candles. She gripped hers very 
tightly.  

It was cool inside the cave. A shiver ran down 
Maria’s spine. Shadowy shapes seemed to 
dance and flicker on the ceiling. She knew they 
weren’t real but they were still a bit spooky. 

‘This’ll do,’ her father said after a few minutes. 
‘Let’s see if there’s anything interesting buried 
here. You never know, people might have lived 
in this cave once.’

‘They’d have had to light lots of fires to keep 
warm,’ Maria whispered. 

Her father took out his spade, knelt down and 
began scratching the ground. Before Maria 
helped him, she wanted to know more about 
the cave and there was only one way to do that. 
Hold her own candle up high and use her eyes. 
 
‘Looks like there’s a tunnel over there,’ she said, 
pointing at the back of the cave. 

Her father glanced up from his scratching. ‘Go 
and have a look if you want to. You’ve got a 
candle, but don’t go too far away.’

Maria crossed the cave towards the tun-
nel, flickering candle held high. And then she 
stopped and gasped. Every muscle in her body 
froze as she tried to take in what was all around 
her. They were quietly waiting to be discovered, 
brown, deep red and white, watching her as she 
opened her mouth to scream.  

‘Toros! Toros!’ It was not in fear but complete 
amazement. There were so many of them, their 
heads lowered, their tusks gleaming, looking 
like they were flying around the cave. The black 
outlines of their heads had been painted with 
such care!
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Maria’s father frowned. There was no way 
there could be bulls in the cave, for that is 
what ‘toros’ means in Spanish. He grabbed 
his own candle and held it high up to see 
what Maria was shouting about. 

At first he said nothing. He just moved across 
to where Maria was. A tall figure next to his 
daughter, candles held high, taking in the 
most beautifully drawn and painted animals 
he had ever seen.  

‘Maria,’ he whispered at last, ‘these animals 
are like bulls, but I think they are bison, that 
lived years and years and years ago. They’re 
prehistoric.’

‘They’re all over the cave,’ Maria whispered 
back. ‘People have been in this cave. With 
paint brushes.’

‘You found them,’ he smiled, ‘just because 
you looked.’

‘But what will we do with them?’ Maria asked. 
‘We can’t put them in your bag and take them 
home.’

‘No,’ replied her father. ‘People will have to 
come here and see them for themselves.’

And that is what happened. From all over the 
world experts came to admire the paintings. 
Then other people visited. They had never 
seen anything like it. 

So if you ever have the chance to fly over 
Spain’s rugged mountains, busy cities and 
beautiful warm sea, remember there are 
caves there as well. Caves that held on to 
their secret paintings until a girl called Maria 
de Sautuola went exploring. 

2

School Radio  © BBC 2012www.bbc.co.uk/schoolradio

School Radio

Assemblies - SEAL themes


