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INTRODUCTION: NAVIGATING
AYLA’S PREHISTORIC WORLD

Jean M. Auel’s The Clan of the Cave Bear
(1980)  is  a  landmark  of  prehistoric
fiction,  immersing  readers  in  the  harsh,
beautiful world of Ice Age Europe nearly
30,000  years  ago.  Central  to  this
immersion  is  the  Clan  of  the  Cave
Bear map—the cartographic rendering
of  the  novel’s  setting.  More  than  a
simple illustration, this map serves as a

vital guide to the geography, landmarks,
and tribal territories that shape the story
of Ayla, a Cro-Magnon girl adopted by a
Neanderthal clan. For readers, the map
is a key to understanding the scale of
the  Clan’s  world,  the  distances  Ayla
travels,  and the real-life archaeological
inspiration  behind  the  fiction.  In  this
article,  we  will  explore  the  map’s
contents,  its  role  in  the  narrative,  the
real-world  locations  it  represents,  and
why it remains an essential companion
for both casual readers and devoted fans
of the Earth’s Children series.
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WHAT DOES THE CLAN OF THE
CAVE BEAR MAP SHOW?

The  map featured  in  most  editions  of
The  Clan  of  the  Cave  Bear  depicts  a
region  roughly  corresponding  to  the
eastern  Mediterranean,  the  Black  Sea,
and parts of central and eastern Europe
during  the  last  glacial  period.  Key
features  include:

The Peninsula of the Clan – A
coastal landmass (today part of
southern Ukraine, near the Black
Sea and Sea of Azov) where the
Clan’s cave dwellings are
concentrated.
Iza’s Cave – The primary cave
used by the clan of the novel’s
title, situated on a small inland
peninsula near a river.

The Steppes and Tundra – The
vast, grassy plains that the Clan
and Ayla traverse for hunting and
gathering.
The Great Mother River – A
major waterway (likely based on
the Dnieper River) that serves as a
travel corridor.
Surrounding Territories – Clans
of other Neanderthals, and later,
the lands of the “Others” (Cro-
Magnon groups) that Ayla
encounters.
The Cave Bear Ceremonial
Ground – A sacred location where
the Clan holds its annual Clan
Gathering.

The  map  also  indicates  elevations,
glacial ice sheets, and the coastline at
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the  time  of  the  story—noticeably
different  from today’s  map  because  sea
levels  were  lower,  exposing  extensive
land bridges and coastal plains.

The Importance
of Geography in
the Novel
Geography is not a backdrop in Auel’s
work; it is a character in itself. The Clan
of the Cave Bear map allows readers
to  trace Ayla’s  physical  and emotional
journey.  When  she  is  outcast  and
wanders alone, the distances she covers
become palpable. When she crosses the
Great  Mother  River,  the  map  conveys

the danger and the separation from her
adopt ive  fami ly .  The  map  a l so
demystifies  the  Clan’s  territories:  they
are not a single tribe but a collection of
related groups spread over a large area,
each  with  its  own  cave  and  hunting
grounds. Understanding this geography
helps  readers  appreciate  the  clan’s
isolation,  their  vulnerability  to  the
changing  climate,  and  their  infrequent
but crucial gatherings.

REAL-WORLD LOCATIONS BEHIND
THE FICTION

Auel  conducted  extensive  research  for
her novels, and the Clan of the Cave
Bear  map  is  grounded  in  actual
archaeological and geological data. The
region today is the northern coast of the
Black  Sea,  including  the  Crimean
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Peninsula and the lower Dnieper  River
basin. Key real-world analogues include:

Crimea – Many caves inhabited by
Neanderthals have been
discovered here, such as Kiik-Koba
and Starosele. The mild climate of
Crimea during the last ice age
made it a refuge for humans and
animals.
Dnieper River – Likely the “Great
Mother River.” The river’s
confluence with smaller rivers
matches descriptions in the text.
Sea of Azov – During the last
glacial maximum, the Sea of Azov
was largely a dry plain, but its
current basin shapes the coastline
depicted on the map.
Carpathian Mountains – The

map shows a mountain range to
the west, corresponding to the
Carpathians, which were a natural
barrier and source of stone for
tools.

These  locations  are  not  randomly
chosen;  they  are  among  the  richest
areas  in  Europe  for  Neanderthal  and
early Cro-Magnon finds. Auel’s use of the
map  makes  the  story  feel  both  fictional
and  deeply  rooted  in  va l idated
prehistoric  geography.

HOW THE MAP ENHANCES THE
READING EXPERIENCE
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Visualizing Ayla’s
Travels
Without a map, a reader might lose track
of the vast distances and the direction of
Ayla’s journey. The Clan of the Cave
Bear map turns a linear narrative into a
spatial  adventure.  You  can  trace  her
migration from the Clan’s  cave to  the
Clan  Gathering,  then  her  bitter  trek
across the steppes after her exile, and
later her first encounters with the Others
toward the west.

Understanding

Clan Hierarchies
The map shows not only locations but
also  the  placement  of  various  clans.
Broud’s  clan,  Brun’s  clan,  and  others
become  distinct  entities  with  defined
ranges.  This  helps  readers  grasp  the
social fabric: why certain clans are allies,
why others are enemies,  and why the
Cave Bear Ceremony at the Gathering is
the only time all come together.

Recognizing
Climate and
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Ecology
The map’s use of symbols for ice sheets,
tundra, and steppe reinforces the novel’s
ecological  realism.  Auel  describes
animals  like  woolly  mammoths,  cave
lions, and steppe bison. The map shows
that the Clan’s territory is on the edge of
the steppe, where hunting is good but
the climate can be merciless. The line of
the glacier is a constant reminder of the
advancing  ice  that  eventually  drove
many  species  and  people  south.

THE CLAN OF THE CAVE BEAR
MAP IN LATER BOOKS

The  map  is  not  forgotten  after  the  first
book. In subsequent volumes of Earth’s
Children—The  Valley  of  Horses,  The

Mammoth  Hunters ,  The  Plains  of
Passage, and The Shelters of Stone—the
map  expands  significantly.  The  initial
Clan of  the Cave Bear  map  covers
only  the  eastern  part  of  Ayla’s  world.
Book  by  book,  the  reader  follows  her
westward across the Danube region, the
Alps,  and  into  the  Rhône  Valley  of
France. Having the baseline map of the
first book allows readers to anchor Ayla’s
starting  point  and  appreciate  the  epic
scale  of  her  entire  journey  across
Eurasia.

WHY CREATING A MAP FOR A
PREHISTORIC NOVEL MATTERS

Fantasy  and  historical  fiction  often  rely
on maps, but for a prehistoric novel set
in  a  real  place  and  time,  a  map  is
especially crucial. The Clan of the Cave
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Bear map serves several functions:

Educational value – It introduces1.
readers to a paleogeography very
different from today’s: lower
coastlines, exposed continental
shelves, and extensive ice sheets.
One can learn about the effects of
sea-level change on human
migration.
Worldbuilding credibility –2.
Auel’s commitment to accuracy
extends to her map. The Clan’s
caves, hunting territories, and
gathering sites are placed where
archaeologists have evidence of
Neanderthal habitation.
Emotional resonance – Knowing3.
that Ayla walked from the shores
of the Sea of Azov to the caves of

France (as later books show) gives
her journey a tangible reality. The
map transforms abstract distances
into a personal pilgrimage.

COMMON QUESTIONS ABOUT THE
CLAN OF THE CAVE BEAR MAP

Is the map
accurate to
modern
geography?
The  map  i s  a  compos i te  o f  rea l
topography,  but  with  the  coastlines
adjusted  to  match  the  Last  Glacial
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Maximum  (around  20,000  years  ago).
Some  features  are  simplified  for
readability,  but  the  overall  alignment
with real place names (e.g., the Dnieper
River, Crimea) is intentional.

Where can I find
a high-resolution
version?
Most printed editions of The Clan of the
Cave Bear include a map inside the front
or back cover. Many fan sites and book
bloggers have posted scans or digitally
redrawn versions,  but  note  that  these
are copyright-protected. The best source
is the official book.

Does the map
change in
different
editions?
Early  editions  had a  simple  black-and-
white  map.  Later  editions,  especially
omnibus  collections  and  illustrated
versions, often included a color map with
more  detail.  The  essential  geography
remains the same, however.

USING THE MAP FOR A BETTER
READING EXPERIENCE

If you are reading The Clan of the Cave
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Bear  for  the  first  time,  or  revisiting  it,
here are practical tips for using the Clan
of the Cave Bear map effectively:

Keep a bookmark at the map
page. Every time a new location is
mentioned (e.g., “the cave of the
mammoth hunters” or “the valley
of horses”), locate it on the map.
Note the scale. Usually, a small
inset shows miles or kilometers.
Measure the distance Ayla travels
in her exile—it is often hundreds of
kilometers across hostile terrain.
Observe the relation between the
Clan’s territory and that of the
Others (Cro-Magnons). The map
shows them separated by rivers,
mountains, and the sea, which
explains the initial lack of contact.

Look for archaeological references.
If you research “Kiik-Koba cave” or
“Crimea” online, you will see that
Auel’s fictional caves closely
resemble real ones in the region.

CONCLUSION

The Clan of the Cave Bear map is far
more than a decorative accessory; it is a
critical  interpretive  tool  that  bridges
fiction  and  prehistory.  It  transforms
Auel’s  vivid  prose  into  a  tangible
landscape  that  readers  can  explore
alongside  Ayla.  The  map  grounds  the
story in the real physical world of Ice Age
Europe, lending authenticity and depth
to a tale of survival, identity, and human
evolution. Whether you are a lifelong fan
or  a  new reader,  taking a  moment  to
study this map enriches every page turn.
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It reminds us that the Clan of the Cave
Bear lived not in some mythical realm,
but  on  a  land  that  we  can  still  visit

today—and whose echoes, in caves and
riverbeds,  still  whisper  their  ancient
stories.


