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Hijacked by the Bronze Age discourse? 
A discussion of rock art and ownership

Per Nilsson

Introduction

South Scandinavian rock art figures have been discussed within the 
Nordic Bronze Age discourse ever since they were first safely dated 
to this period in the late nineteenth century. In this paper I discuss 
some of the consequences this dating has had for our understanding 
of the rock art figures. The point I will stress is that the classification 
of rock art as primarily a Bronze Age phenomenon has limited dis-
cussion of these fascinating figures. In a sense the rock art figures can 
be regarded as appropriated - or even hijacked - by the Bronze Age 
discourse. This dating of the rock art figures is based on an idea of 
their time of creation and not on the basic ontological quality of the 
figures – their ability to endure. Excavations at rock art sites have 
revealed a number of finds and features from later prehistoric periods, 
indicating that they were still being used after the tradition of making 
new figures had come to an end. But these later interactions with the 
rock art figures are not regarded as part of the rock art tradition itself. 
In this article I will discuss how the rock art figures were first incor-
porated into the ownership of the Nordic Bronze Age discourse and 
use analogies from archaeological excavations to explain why rock 
art chronologies have served to maintain this claim of possession.

When discussing themes like ownership and possessions within 
rock art studies it is relevant to start by raising the question ‘what is 
there to be owned in the first place?’. The rock outcrops or the figu-
res, the privilege of making certain motifs, or perhaps the exclusive 
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right to make figures at all? These and similar questions have all been 
touched upon within South Scandinavian rock art research, although 
the specific word ‘ownership’ has rarely been used. More common 
are terms like restricted or concealed areas, taboos, and motifs re-
served for certain (elite) groups (Bengtsson 2004b; Kristiansen & 
Larsson 2005:337; Goldhahn 2006:92f; Bahn 2010:35). But even if 
the interpretations can differ all of these terms have one thing in 
common: they are related to the act of making, or controlling the act 
of making rock art. This act defines the figures’ age and place in a 
chronological sequence as well as their proper belonging to a certain 
chronologically defined discourse – the Nordic Bronze Age discourse. 
Within this discourse there is today a common understanding that the 
tradition of making figurative rock art in southern Scandinavia can 
been dated to the Bronze Age, with continuity during the first part 
of the Early Iron Age in a few areas (Kaul 2004; Mandt 2005; Ling 
2008; 2013; Skoglund 2013). However, the use of the rock art sites 
is by no means limited to this period. Archaeological excavations at 
rock art sites have revealed a number of finds and features from later 
periods as well, and I have previously suggested that this can be inter-
preted as a continuous use of the rock art sites (Nilsson 2010; 2012). 
In this text I will take this argument one step further and discuss why 
I think these later uses have only been briefly discussed within South 
Scandinavian rock art research. Using examples from Sweden I will 
first describe how the rock art figures became the territory, or pos-
session, of the Nordic Bronze Age discourse. I will also discuss how 
the recent focus on creating more accurate rock art chronologies in 
this region has served to maintain this claim of possession. Perhaps 
provocatively, but well in line with the theme of this book, the rock 
art figures can be described as having been appropriated – or even 
hijacked – by the Bronze Age discourse. 

Filthy Stone Agers or noble Vikings? 

To be able to understand how the rock art figures became the pos-
session of the Bronze Age discourse we must return to the second 
half of the nineteenth century. During this formative era of South 
Scandinavian rock art research the rock art figures had not yet 
become an inevitable part of the Bronze Age narrative. Suggestions 
were made that they could be dated to the Stone Age, the Iron Age, or 
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even historic times (Montelius 1879; Hauptman Wahlgren 2000:69f; 
Goldhahn 2013:107f). 

In Sweden, two early but very different standpoints in the dating 
debate were presented by Axel Emanuel Holmberg in 1848 and 
Carl Georg Brunius in 1868. Axel Emanuel Holmberg held a posi-
tion as priest in the northern part of the county of Bohuslän on the 
Swedish west coast, not far from the densest rock art concentrations 
in southern Scandinavia. He was very interested in the county’s local 
history and published an often quoted description of the history 
of Bohuslän in the 1840s (Holmberg 1842-45). He took a special 
interest in rock art figures, and in 1848 published a thesis called 
Skandinaviens Hällristningar (The rock art figures of Scandinavia), 
with the goal of listing and describing all of the then-known rock 
art figures in Scandinavia. In this publication Holmberg claimed that 
the figures had been made with metal tools (1848:17, in line with a 
suggestion previously proposed by Lennart Åberg in 1839). Since the 
figures did not show any traces of typical Bronze Age ornamentation 
(for example spiral motifs), he suggested that they ought to be dated 
to a more recent phase of paganism, probably the Viking Age. But he 
was willing to make an exception for carved slabs in graves, such as 
the ones from the huge Kivik cairn in Scania, where the motifs were 
of a clear Bronze Age type. Holmberg also suggested that some of the 
figures were depictions of various kinds of exotic animals like turtles, 
camels, and rhinoceroses (Holmberg 1848:18). His explanation for 
this was that travellers during the Viking Age had seen these strange 
animals on their far-flung journeys and had tried to make depictions 
of them when they returned home.

Carl Georg Brunius held a chair as professor in Greek at Lund 
University, but he was also a philologist, a vicar, and an art historian 
and he is most renowned for his many medieval-styled renovations of 
Scanian churches. He also took an interest in prehistoric remains, and 
published a series of books called Nordiska fornlemningar (Ancient 
Nordic remains, my translation) (Brunius & Liljegren 1823). He was 
born in Tanum in Bohuslän and was interested in rock art figures 
even as a youth. He wrote an unpublished text about rock art as 
early as 1818, but it was not until 1868, one year before his death, 
that he published a book on the subject called Försök till förklaringar 
öfver hällristningar (A suggestion for explanation of rock art figures, 
my translation). In opposition to Holmberg he argued that it was 



112

own and be owned

quite possible to use stone tools to make the figures, and this together 
with their primitive iconography meant that they should be dated to 
the Stone Age, including the earliest part of the Bronze Age (Brunius 
1868:157). According to Brunius, sexually explicit motifs showing 
men with erect phalluses or intercourse scenes were another indica-
tion that the rock art figures should be dated to the Stone Age rather 
than to the culturally more developed Viking Age:

Such a people cannot possibly be associated with such laboured 
and unskilled picture-making, as the rock carvings which reveal 
an unformed stance, a blatant rudeness and in many motifs an 
abominable debauchery. (Brunius 1868:84, my translation) 

An important step towards a Bronze Age dating of the rock art figures 
took place in 1867 when the then Director General of the Swedish 
Central Board of National Antiquities, Bror Emil Hildebrand, made 
a visit to a mansion called Ekenberg, outside the city of Norrköping 
in southeastern Sweden. Here, the factory director O. V. von 
Schmalensee had discovered what he regarded as rock art figures on 
an outcrop located just a few hundred metres away from the mansion 
itself. On his visit Hildebrand could easily verify von Schmalensee’s 
interpretation. Several decorated ships and human figures could be 
found and, especially important, also a number of full-sized and 
naturally depicted sword figures. Two years after his visit to Ekenberg, 
Hildebrand published an article entitled, ‘Till hvilken tid och hvilket 
folk böra de Svenska Hällristningarne hänföras?’ (Hildebrand 1869) 

‘To which time and to what people ought the Swedish rock carvings 
be attributed?’ (my translation). It was written as a comment on the 
dating suggestions that had previously been presented by Holmberg 
and Brunius. In the article Hildebrand made a comparison between 
the sword figures from Ekenberg and real swords dated to the Early 
Bronze Age. Based on this comparison Hildebrand suggested that the 
great similarity between the rock art figures and typical Early Bronze 
Age swords made it very likely that the sword figures were copies of 
real Bronze Age swords (fig. 1). 

For those familiar with the history of South Scandinavian rock 
art research, this is a well-known story. Hildebrand’s 1869 article 
has been quoted on many occasions and it has often been referenced 
as what finally settled the question of the dating of the rock art fi-
gures. One of the reasons for this was that the article quickly found 
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Fig. 1. Comparisons between sword figures from the Ekenberg-site in 
Norrköping, southeastern Sweden and bronze swords dated to the Bronze 
Age. (Source: Hildebrand 1869:425-426)
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support by the founding father of the six-period system of the Nordic 
Bronze Age, Oscar Montelius. Montelius used Hildebrand’s dating 
of the sword figures to show that the rock art figures could be dated 
to the Bronze Age in his presentations at the Archaeology Congress 
in Stockholm in 1874 and also at the Antiquarian Society meeting 
in Gothenburg in 1875 (Nordén 1925:11; Baudou 2012:173-174 
cf. discussion in Goldhahn 2006:72). But even if Hildebrand argued 
that the sword figures at the Ekenberg-site were depictions of bronze 
swords, he was less certain that they were made by a people who 
were using bronze objects themselves. One of the possibilities he dis-
cusses was that the depicted weapons could have been a kind of war 
offering from a battle in which a local Stone Age tribe successfully de-
fended themselves against an advancing horde of Bronze Age people 
(1869:430). In a sense, following this suggestion, the figures were 
made during the Stone Age but depicted objects from the Bronze Age 

– indeed an interesting temporal twist! 

Rock art chronologies – progress and problems

By the end of the nineteenth century most researchers agreed that 
the majority of the rock art figures in southern Scandinavia could be 
dated to the Bronze Age. Once the dating enigma was settled only 
a few researchers questioned the relevance of this dating, although 
it has been suggested that some of the figures, such as daggers and 
axes, could perhaps be dated to the Middle Neolithic (Burenhult 
1980:133). A possible Neolithic dating has also been suggested for 
some of the deeply cut cupmarks and grooves (Bengtsson 2004a), as 
well as a Late Neolithic dating for some of the ship figures and axes 
on the Swedish west coast and in Scania (Ling 2008:101; Skoglund 
2013:692). There is also a common understanding that motifs such 
as horse riders with rectangular shields and ship figures with more 
or less parallel keel extensions (resembling the later Hjortspring-
ship, c. 350 BC) were probably made during the first part of the Pre-
Roman Iron Age (Kaul 1998:104ff; Ling 2008). 
 
Progress…
The main problem with rock art dating in this region is that the 
figures are primarily of an open-air type, and some of the panels 
were used repeatedly for hundreds of years. This makes the dating 
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of single figures even more problematic since motifs such as circles, 
wheel/sun crosses and cup marks were probably made throughout 
this period. Only a small number of figures have been discovered 
in closed contexts, mainly in graves, such as the carved slabs in the 
Sagaholm-mound in Jönköping, Småland and the Kivik-cairn in 
Scania (Goldhahn 1999; 2013). Because of these limitations a com-
parative methodology has been the main tool for dating the rock art 
figures. However, only a few types of motifs have possible parallels 
in real objects, represented in the material culture that has survived 
from the Bronze Age. These objects mainly consist of weapons and 
tools such as swords, daggers, axes and shields. But for the most 
common figurative motif, the ship figure, no contemporary parallels 
have yet been found. Instead, the stylistic differences between the 
many ship figures have been regarded as chronologically significant 
and a number of rock art chronologies based on these differences 
have been proposed throughout the years (Ling 2008:59ff). 

A recently published overview of the history of the making of rock 
art chronologies in this region identifies two main trends within the 
comparative chronological approach (Goldhahn & Ling 2013:274-
275): The first trend consists of a comparison with ship figures on 
well-dated bronze items which is used to date the rock art figures (e.g. 
Glob 1969; Kaul 1998). The second trend draws on typologies based 
on differences in style and technique, which are regarded as chrono-
logically relevant, such as double- or single-lined ships, whether the 
hulls were partially pecked or entirely pecked, etc. (e.g. Malmer 
1981). Also discussed by Goldhahn and Ling is the progress that has 
been made during the last decade and a half to establish more adequ-
ate chronologies of South Scandinavian rock art. Two major works 
on these issues are ‘Ships on Bronzes’ by Flemming Kaul (1998) and 
‘Elevated rock art’ by Johan Ling (2008, cf. Ling 2013). Kaul uses 
ship figures on well-dated bronze items, especially razors, to pro-
pose a typological and chronological development for the depicted 
ships. Kaul further suggests that the development of ship figures on 
bronzes was more or less similar to the stylistic development of the 
ships depicted on rock art panels. With some minor exceptions, this 
chronology has been confirmed by Ling’s extensive altitude measure-
ments of ship figures on the west coast of Sweden. Ling uses an up-
dated model for shore displacement to test Kaul’s chronology, and 
suggests that many of the ship figures were made in close connection 
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to the sea level during the Bronze Age. Both these works have been 
important contributions to the Scandinavian rock art discourse, not 
just for their discussions of the chronology and dating of rock art, 
but because they have shown how refined chronologies can open up 
a number of possibilities for further discussions regarding the act 
of rock art making as a social phenomenon (Cornell & Ling 2013; 
Skoglund 2013). 

While I welcome and acknowledge the progress in rock art dating 
that has been enabled by these studies, I would like to stress that a 
focus on more and more precise dating of rock art figures can also 
have a limiting effect on the rock art discourse itself. The problem I 
would like to address has little to do with all of the methodological 
problems that are connected to the making of rock art chronologies. 
It has more to do with the question of the ontological and material 
qualities of the rock art figures, and how these can become down-
played by the use of rock art chronologies.

Hijacked by the Bronze Age discourse?
Rock art chronologies do not differ fundamentally from other types 
of archaeological chronologies, in that they are based on the basic 
concept that similarity in style indicates a similarity in time (Malmer 
1968:87), an idea that has gained a lot of support through the pro-
gress in rock art dating in recent years. But what is important to keep 
in mind is that the rock art figures’ proper placing in a chronology is 
primarily defined by their time of creation and not by the period of 
time when the figures could have been in some kind of use. The main 
reason that rock art research has been focused on finding an earliest 
possible date when certain figures or motifs could have been made is 
that the open-air rock art in this region usually lacks any stratigraphy 
which makes a latest possible date for the making or use of the rock 
art figures hard to determine. This focus on finding out when the 
figures were made has reinforced the discursive focus on finding out 
why the figures were made. This is of course a most legitimate task 
and it would in fact be no problem if the original intention of the 
rock carver was not, explicitly or implicitly, also understood as the 
most accurate meaning of the rock art figures (cf. Olsen 1990:197f; 
Schaafsma 2013:17-18). 

The standard way of presenting rock art chronologies is as a linear 
development where a number of motifs from different periods are 
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followed by one another in a typological sequence (figs. 2–3). These 
ideal, or more correctly, most typical motifs are chosen as represen-
tatives for a huge number of more or less similar ones. But they are 
not just representatives of other motifs, they are also chosen as repre-
sentatives for a period of time when similar motifs were made. After 
a while these motifs went out of fashion for some reason, and new or 
slightly changed ones were instead cut into the rocks. Even if these 
motifs were a bit different from the old ones we still identify them as 
belonging to the same rock art tradition. It is thus the repeated act 
of making similar, different or slightly changed motifs that defines a 
rock art tradition (and perhaps also the recutting of the old ones, cf. 
Hauptman Wahlgren 2002:182ff, Goldhahn 2011:49). In this inter-
pretation, it does not matter whether or not the carvers returned to 
the same rocks or panels. What is important is that the repetitive act 
of making rock art figures took place during a certain archaeologi-
cally defined period of time. All rock art figures dated to the Bronze 
Age (and early Pre-Roman Iron Age in a few areas) are thus regarded 
as belonging to the same entity – the South Scandinavian rock art 
tradition. 

Fig. 2. An early example of 
rock art chronologies/
typologies, based on stylistic 
changes of ship figures. 
(Source: Ekholm 1916 [copy 
from Schnittger 1922:85].)
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Fig. 3. A late example of rock art chronologies/typologies from northern 
Bohuslän on the west coast of Sweden, based on stylistic changes of ship 
figures combined with an updated model for shore displacement.  
(Source: Ling 2008:105.)
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It might seem very logical that a rock art figure made during 
the Bronze Age can also be dated to this period. And as long as we 
are discussing rock art from a Bronze Age perspective, this dating 
remains unproblematic. But the moment we leave the safe Bronze 
Age harbour and start asking questions about the possible uses and 
interpretations of rock art during later periods, problems with this 
definition start appearing. The rock art tradition, as it is defined today, 
could only exist as long as new figures were continuously made. Since 
the tradition of making new figures over and over again was most 
intense during the Bronze Age, it is inevitable that the rock art figures 
as an entity are also being discussed primarily as a Bronze Age phe-
nomenon. As stated in the beginning, they can even be regarded as 
having been hijacked by the Bronze Age discourse. 

Excavations at rock art sites
Again, it is important to note that the rock art tradition is defined 
as an act where new figures were repeatedly made during a certain 
period of time. When figures were no longer added the tradition is 
considered finished. But the problem with this definition is that there 
are many other acts, beyond making new figures, which can be regar-
ded as integral to the rock art tradition. Some of these acts have been 
revealed by excavations at rock art sites, where a number of finds 
and features interpreted as having a possible connection to the rock 
art figures have been found. Excavations at rock art sites were in fact 
used as a methodological tool by Holmberg as early as the 1840s. 
Holmberg was explicitly looking for flint, which he regarded as the 
only possible material that could have been used to make the rock art 
figures apart from iron tools (1848:9f). And since he couldn’t find the 
large amounts of flint he thought were necessary to make the figures, 
he instead favoured an Iron Age dating of the rock art figures. Other, 
more scientifically based, excavations were undertaken early in the 
1910s/20s in the Himmelstalund-region in southeastern Sweden by 
the well-known rock art researcher, Arthur Nordén. Nordén exca-
vated several heaps of fire-cracked stones in connection with, or even 
on top of, rock art sites. At first he thought of these heaps as possible 
graves but later changed his mind and regarded them as traces from 
fires lit at fertility cults and feasts that had taken place at the rock art 
sites (Nordén 1925:147f). 
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Interest in performing excavations at rock art sites grew once again 
in the late 1970s and 1980s, fueled by results from the successful 
excavations undertaken at Post Hornnes in Østfold in southeastern 
Norway. At this rock art site an altar-like stone construction was 
found in connection with some large ship figures, as well as smashed 
pots, flint, quartz and fire-cracked stones (Johansen 1979). With in-
spiration from these finds a number of excavations were also conduc-
ted in other parts of Scandinavia, although with more limited results 
(Bengtsson 2004a:109). 

Since the late 1990s there has once again been a renewed interest 
in excavating at rock art sites. Most of these excavations have taken 
place on the west coast of Sweden, within or as extensions of the 
so-called ‘Tanum-project’ (Aulin & Gustafsson 2002; Bengtsson 
2004a:109f; Bengtsson, Gustafsson & Strid 2005; Ling & Ragnesten 
2008; Kegel et al. 2013). But excavations have also been under taken 
in other parts of southern Scandinavia, notably in the counties of 
Östergötland and Småland in southeastern Sweden (Lindeblad & 
Nielsen 1994; Nilsson 2008; Goldhahn 2010, 2011), near the lake 
Vänern in the county of Värmland (Olsson 2005), on the Danish 
island of Bornholm (Kaul 2006; Sørensen 2006) and in Østfold in 
southeastern Norway (Bårdseth 2008; Vikshålland 2009). 

First of all it should be noted that it is not uncommon for no 
finds and features, or only a few, to be recorded at these excava-
tions. But when there are results they tend to be of a similar nature 
for the entire region. The most common features have been traces of 
fire-related activities: hearths, heaps or layers of fire-cracked stones, 
cooking pits and fire damage on the rock surfaces. Concentrations 
and constructions of stones are quite common and in a few cases 
postholes forming possible fences or houses have also been found 
(Bengtsson 2004a; Kaul 2006; Ling & Ragnesten 2008:16; Nilsson 
2010; 2012). The find material most often consists of worked or 
unworked pieces of flint and quartz as well as burnt clay and pot-
sherds. Other, less common, finds are hammer and grinding stones, 
burnt bones, traces of bronze casting and a few single finds of beads 
and amber (ibid.). A common interpretation of all these finds and 
features has been that they might be connected to some kind of ritual 
(Johansen 1979; Bengtsson 2004a; Kaul 2004:134).

Many of these features have been dated to different parts of the 
Bronze Age. What I find especially interesting, though, is that it is 
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quite common for the finds and features to be dated to later pre-
historic periods, when the tradition of making new rock art figures 
had come to an end. In many cases these remains are of the same 
type as the ones dated to the Bronze Age, and they consist mainly of 
hearths, heaps and layers of fire-cracked stones, concentrations of 
stones, postholes and potsherds (Nilsson 2012). First of all it should 
be stated that it can be hard to determine whether these later finds 
and features were intentionally located at the rock art sites or not. 
But since in many cases they are of the same types and materials 
as the ones dated to the Bronze Age, it is reasonable to suggest that 
such a connection existed (ibid.). I will not go into detail regarding 
the possible explanations and statistics connected to these later uses 
here as they will be thoroughly discussed in my forthcoming thesis. 
But, for my argument here, it is interesting to note that remains found 
at rock art sites are commonly regarded as connected to the rock 
art tradition as long as their dating stays safely within the chrono-
logical parameters of this tradition (1700/1600-200 BC, as defined 
by e.g. Ling 2008; Skoglund 2013). Reading the reports from the 
excavations it is obvious that material remains from later periods are 
treated with much more circumspection. And in those cases where 
later remains actually have been regarded as somehow related to the 
rock art figures, they have often been described as traces of a reuse 
(Bertilsson 1987; Bengtsson & Ling 2008:49; cf. Nordenborg Myhre 
2004:216). I have earlier used the term reuse myself (Nilsson 2010), 
but lately I have found it more and more problematic. To be able 
to be reused, something must first have come to an end. And the 
moment we decide that this something has come to an end all later 
uses immediately become secondary to what is regarded as an origi-
nal and true meaning. A more fruitful and ontologically correct way 
of discussing later uses of rock art sites would be by starting to regard 
these acts not a priori as a reuse of something old, but as a use of 
something contemporary (figs. 4, 5). Regarding the rock art figures as 
features of contemporary landscapes instead of remains from a long 
gone past also does justice to one of their main ontological qualities 

– their ability to endure. 
The possibility that people could also have used and related to 

rock art sites during later periods was in fact mentioned earlier by 
Arthur Nordén, who in his 1925 thesis identified a possible con-
nection between rock art sites and later remains such as graves and 
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Uses or reuses? Fig. 4 (above). At Lofta, in Småland, on the southeastern 
coast of Sweden, a hearth dated to the Migration Period (1585+50 BP) 
was found beside a boulder with 483 cupmarks as well as a few ship 
figures from the Bronze Age. The fire had (intentionally?) destroyed some 
of the ship figures. (Goldhahn 2010, photograph by Joakim Goldhahn.)
Fig. 5 (below). Two houses from the Iron Age with their possible  
entrances located just by a rock art site from the Bronze Age (Lille 
Strandbygård, Bornholm). (Source: Sørenssen 2006:72.)
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heaps of fire cracked stones. Later he returned to the subject and 
tried to demonstrate a cultural link between rock art figures from the 
Bronze Age and picture stones and runic inscriptions from the Late 
Iron Age (a possibility that has recently been taken up for discus-
sion once again by Andrén 2014:133-139). Other examples are given 
by Bertilsson who identified a close chorological relation between 
rock art sites and graves from the Roman Iron Age (1987:149) as 
well as Bengtsson and Ling who connects a possible Iron Age use of 
rock art sites to an expanding herding population (2008:48-49). But 
even if these connections have been discussed it has typically been 
as a side line to a major Bronze Age theme (cf. Hauptman Wahlgren 
2002:152f; Kaul 2004:391f; Bengtsson & Ling 2008:49). Although 
the subject of ‘the past in the past’ (Bradley 2002; Yoffee 2007) as well 
as the life-histories and re-uses of monuments has been thoroughly 
discussed over the last two decades (summarized by e.g. Thäte 2007; 
Hållans Stenholm 2012:37-60), it still remains to be integrated in 
South Scandinavian rock art research.

….and problems 
So, what then is the main problem with rock art chronologies, and 
why do they affect the rock art discourse? In the final part of this text 
I will use a few common experiences from archaeological excavations 
to explain why a focus on rock art chronologies can downplay the 
significance of the later uses of rock art sites. First of all it is impor-
tant to note that chronologies are not just the outcomes of hypothe-
ses: they can be regarded as hypotheses themselves, as suggestions or 
explanations than can be verified or falsified against a selected and 
relevant material. When new source material and/or more advanced 
dating methods are developed, chronologies can be tested to become 
more accurate and useful (cf. discussion in Ling 2008:15ff). It goes 
without saying that these idealized and most often linear models of 
change can be more or less true representations of an actual develop-
ment in the past. But during an excavation you are often confronted 
with objects and fragments that cannot be classified properly accor-
ding to the diagnostic objects that make up the building blocks of 
chronologies. If that happens you are faced with two options: first 

– you can go through the painstaking task of creating new and more 
appropriate chronologies, or second – you can adjust the description 
of your object or fragment so it better fits within the chronological 
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sequence. This, in turn, leads to a description where the object or 
figure in question is not described as an entity in itself, but rather in 
terms of how atypical it is to an ideal object. My point is that this line 
of thought is in fact quite similar to the way later period’s uses and 
interpretations of rock art has hitherto been described, as something 
atypical and less than ideal – the ideal in this case being the making 
and uses of rock art during the Bronze Age. 

Another analogy taken from the daily life of an excavation is 
that you are often faced by bits and pieces of objects that cannot 
be classified as being archaeological entities in their own right. One 
example is fragments of potsherds that are too small to be identi-
fied as being anything more than just fragments. These fragments 
are identifiable as belonging to a certain entity – a prehistoric pot or 
vessel – but they are not regarded as useable for telling us something 
more significant about the type of pot itself. To these fragments we 
can also add all of those features in the ground that at best can be de-
fined as belonging to different phases of a settlement, but that cannot 
surely be connected to houses or other kinds of structures. They are 
identifiable as belonging to one entity – the settlement – but they are 
not useable since they cannot be defined as parts of chronologically 
defined house-types. 

These identifiable but non-useable fragments are, if not imme-
diately thrown into the excavation spoil heap or recycling bins of 
the computer desktop, often discarded during the next phase of the 
archaeo logical classification act. In this phase the things and frag-
ments go through the delicate selection process where they are consi-
dered worthy or not worthy of becoming museum objects or repre-
sentative enough to make it to the digital archive. What is essen tial 
here is that these discarded bits and pieces of the past are not consi-
dered as unimportant by archaeologists. But they are classified as 
unusable since they neither on their own or glued together with other 
fragments or features can be used to confirm the predefined archaeo-
logical entities. The way we treat these unclassifiable fragments is 
actually very similar to how we treat the use and interpretation of 
rock art in later periods – i.e. as having a detectable, but unusable, 
connection to the rock art figures. And the reason why it is not regar-
ded as useful is because it is not possible to define these acts as a part 
of the rock art tradition, since this tradition has been defined as the 
repeated act of making new figures.
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Discussion

Today it is easy to deride some of the interpretations that were made 
in the early days of rock art research. This is especially true for those 
made by Holmberg, who suggested that some of the figures were depic-
tions of various kinds of exotic animals made by the Vikings during 
the Late Iron Age (1848:18), an interpretation that was later slightly 
ridiculed by both Brunius (1868:4) and Hildebrand (1869:422). 
However, even if we today know that Holmberg was wrong about 
the origin of the rock art figures, it is important to note that from an 
ontological point of view he was quite right. The rock art figures can 
be dated to the Iron Age as well as the Bronze Age, since they were a 
part of a contemporary landscape during that period too. In just the 
same way they have been parts of contemporary landscapes up until 
today (cf. Olivier 2011:53f). As discussed above, excavations conduc-
ted at rock art sites have revealed a number of finds and features not 
just from the Bronze Age but from later periods as well. Additionally 
there are a few examples where runic inscriptions have been added 
to rock art panels, such as those from Himmelstalund in southeastern 
Sweden and Kårstad in Norway (Nordén 1925; 1932; Mandt 2005). 
Even if these inscriptions are quite rare they are nonetheless a clear 
indication that open air rock art sites were in fact possible to identify 
and interpret during later periods as well (Nilsson 2012:82f).

Understanding rock art as an important aspect of Bronze Age cul-
ture has been a major trope of the Nordic Bronze Age discourse ever 
since the late nineteenth century, when the figures were first securely 
dated to this period. I have tried to show that this once very revealing 
scientific breakthrough is also accompanied by a number of limiting 
factors. These limitations primarily have to do with the endurance of 
rock art, which has made it possible for later generations to interact 
with the figures in different ways. I have proposed that the role of 
the rock art figures within the Nordic Bronze Age discourse can be 
discussed in terms of an ownership – and in a metaphorical sense 
they can even be described as having been hijacked by this discourse. 
One example of this claim of possession is that finds and features 
found at excavations of rock art sites are regarded as integrated parts 
of the rock art tradition as long as they are dated to the Bronze Age 
(and early Pre-Roman Iron Age in a few areas). But if these traces are 
dated to periods when the rock art tradition is considered to have 
ceased it is not uncommon that they are neglected, downplayed or 
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Fig. 6. Hijacked by the Bronze Age Discourse? Red circle, arrow and 
question mark added by the author on top of an original rock art  
chronology. (Source: Ling 2008:105.)
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discussed in terms of reuse. Quite simply, later interactions and uses 
of the rock art sites are not regarded as an important part of what we 
define as the rock art tradition per se. 

One of the reasons that these later uses of rock art sites are still 
being regarded as secondary, or even irrelevant, for the understan-
ding of rock art lies in a built-in limitation of rock art chronologies. 
Since these chronologies are primarily built up by an oldest possible 
dating of a number of different rock art motifs, attention is inevitably 
drawn to the occasion when the rock art figures were made (fig. 6). 
The intention of the maker has become equated with the meaning of 
the figures and South Scandinavian rock art research has been domi-
nated by a continuous search for this original meaning. Nearly one 
and half centuries have now passed since the rock art figures were 
first hijacked by the Bronze Age discourse. Maybe it is about time we 
release the hostages?
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