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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

The text discusses the possibilities of Bronze Age petroglyphs
working as vitalist contraptions produced to harvest or aﬀect
certain animacies in coastal milieus. As primarily magical
devices, a wider range of properties of the petroglyphs
becomes important besides their ﬁgurative and representational facets. For example, the mediality and physicality of the
motifs, including aspects of size, embellishment, and symmetry, as well as relations between the motifs, the rock and the
water. A case study based on the dense concentration of rock
art in the Boglösa area of central eastern Sweden suggests,
considering these aspects in full, that the petroglyphs are most
likely to have worked as magic contraptions. Cut into the
bedrock at the water’s edge, they utilize the resilience of rock
for permanence while either being consecrated by water or
employed as contraptions to aﬀect a particular body of water.
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Introduction
During the early second millennium BC, a southern tradition of Bronze Age rock
art emerges in Southern Scandinavia. The most common ﬁgurative motifs are
representations of boats in diﬀerent shapes and forms followed by anthropomorphs, foot-soles, circle-crosses, and zoomorphs (Goldhahn and Ling 2013). The
purpose and reason for making rock art in southern Scandinavia during the
Bronze Age is a recurring matter of dispute. The focus has alternated throughout
history between ritual aspects on the one hand and the social aspects on the
other. After a period of post-processual emphasis on symbolism and ideology, it is
not surprising to again ﬁnd an emerging interest in various magical interpretations (Goldhahn 2010; Nimura 2016: 30f; Ling and Rowlands 2015). One reason for
this renewed interest is due to the impact of Alfred Gell’s work on Melanesian and
Polynesian art (Gell 1993, 1998). Although Gell is not concerned with rock art
per se, his argument that imagery is not produced as mere representations but as
magical vehicles with an intent to change the world has received considerable
interest in rock art research (e.g. Layton 2003; Bradley 2009; Fahlander 2012). It is,
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however, not evident in which ways Gell’s ideas of agency and the ontology of
Melanesia and Polynesia are relevant to Bronze Age rock art. The anthropological
take on imagery brings a baggage of contested concepts such as agency, animism, and magic. These need to be thoroughly scrutinized and speciﬁed when
applying hypotheses involving, e.g. secondary agency or magical powers, to rock
art. More speciﬁcally, it is important to elaborate on what kind of magic or animacy
is applied and the speciﬁc role the petroglyphs play in such a context. Of this also
follows that interpretations involving animacy or magic also need to engage
a broader range of aspects besides the representational and ﬁgurative properties
to credibly argue that the rock art embodies a generative and/or magical
application.
In this text, I elaborate on how and in which ways diﬀerent concepts of magic
can help us understand the practice of making Bronze Age rock art. This is
explored through a local study of the petroglyphs of the Mälaren Bay in central
eastern Sweden (Figure 1). By focusing on rock art as a practice, its mediality, the
way it is produced, and how diﬀerent motifs relate to each other, the rock, and the
water, it is possible to gain an empirically grounded understanding of the practice
of producing petroglyphs in southern Scandinavia during the Bronze Age.

Magic, animism, and animacy
Magic is one of those contested concepts that most people instinctively feel that
they understand even though it can mean anything from folklore superstition to
a fully ﬂedged ‘science’. The last two decades, however, the traditional Tylorian/

Figure 1. Map of the ﬁgurative rock art (black dots) in central eastern Sweden with the
Boglösa area boxed on the insert and circled in the main map. The water level is adjusted to
Early Bronze Age levels (24 metres above sea level) (Map by the author).
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Frazerian and Malinowskian views on magic has been rethought and elaborated on
(Willerslev 2007, 15; Sørensen 2013). Magic is no longer seen as an inadequate
misunderstanding of real causes and eﬀects, nor as a psycho-social function of
culture, but as alternative forms of responding to the movements of the world
(Sørensen 2013, 4). Also, animism is re-deﬁned as relationally constituted, articulated
in speciﬁc contexts, rather than deﬁning an ontology, culture or cosmology
(Willerslev 2007, 34). Holbraad suggests that instead of asking if a group of people
attribute life and agency to stones and animals ‘we should be asking what concepts
of humanity, agency, subjectivity, and more, our anthropological engagement with
them might yield, and be fully prepared to be surprised by what we ﬁnd.’ (2011, 17).
To paraphrase Holbraad’s argument, it is not suﬃcient to argue that rock art is either
magical, religious or communicative. To evaluate the relevance of such concepts for
Bronze Age rock art, we need to show in which ways they are magical, religious, or
communicative by questioning our concepts of magic, religion, and communication.
There is always a risk in employing notions of animism and magic, no matter
how they are re-deﬁned, because an emphasis on ontological alterity easily
leads to exotiﬁcation. It can also be perceived as patronizing, i.e. making the
people of the past appear backward, superstitious, mystiﬁed, or deluded. One
way to navigate in this ethical and philosophical quagmire is to employ the
concept of animacy as an ‘agnostic’ way of understanding magic as
a technology that aims to make use of, explore and aﬀect the movements of
the world (see Ingold 2006; Jones 2012). Animacy refers here to the movements and rhythms of the world. There is always something happening – the
wind changes, waves are formed, trees grow and undergo seasonal changes.
The world moves about in diﬀerent intertwined rhythms: day becomes night,
spring turn into summer, the sea rises and retract, the sun moves daily over
the sky, and the moon’s position in the sky varies in a cycle of 18 years. Plants
spread in diﬀerent ways and are pollinated by insects. From a human perspective, the world holds a plethora of such intersecting rapid and slow processes
whose causes and eﬀects can be more or less perceptible. In theory, it is easy
to understand the process of photosynthesis and that the rainwater that
disappears into the ground is taken up by roots of trees and transported
through the bark to the leaves. However, as soon as we ﬁnd ourselves in the
midst of a forest or a landscape, such processes can be diﬃcult to grasp.
In these movements and processes, some objects can certainly appear as biotic
and even sentient. If inert matter does perform like it is animated, it is not far-fetched
to assume that it also can be manipulated and even controlled. Depending on how
the animacy of the world is apprehended it is not surprising that humans seek
diﬀerent ways to explore, harvest, and aﬀect these movements. If one would like to
term such strategies as ‘magic’ as a matter of convenience – a more precise term
would be ‘vitalist technologies’ (see Vandenberghe 2013, 277; Bennett 2010, 2010).
The main point in such a perspective is not about people attributing life or supernatural powers to dead matter, but how they respond and act towards the
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movements of the world. In the words of Porr and Rachel Bell: ‘The world is alive, not
because life as a separate force enters inanimate objects. The world is alive, because
it consists of substances that are caught up in constant circulations and movements’
(2012, 187). To emphasize the animacy of the world is thus not to argue that Bronze
Age people were particularly animist or could not separate abiotic things such as
stones from biotic animals and humans. For example, that a particular rock is
considered to respond to sacriﬁces and prayers is an expression of animism, but it
does not automatically mean that the rock is perceived as living in a biological sense
(Gell 1998, 122). Since Bronze Age rock art is mainly produced in certain coastal
regions, it is logical to examine if there is something in these milieus that may have
encouraged the production of petroglyphs. In the following, I discuss alternative
ways in which petroglyphs might have been produced to explore, harvest or aﬀect
the animacy of a typical coastal milieu. Because magic is a precise technology with
speciﬁc aims, we need to be careful not to generalize too far. The discussion is hence
restricted to one single area, the Boglösa archipelago on the northern shores of
the Mälaren Bay in central eastern Sweden. Although some of the arguments
advocated here can be extrapolated, the discussion is nonetheless based on the
particular circumstances of the Mälaren region.

Where the rocks meet the sea: animacy in a Bronze Age archipelago
The majority of the rock art in the Boglösa area is dated to the second
millennium BC and is situated on the former shoreline of the lake Mälaren,
which at the time was a bay of the Baltic sea (see discussion in Fahlander 2018,
54–9). The post-glacial land lift in this area is substantial, and today we ﬁnd the
Bronze Age rock art between c. 19–26 metres above present-day sea level
(Figure 2). During the time of production, however, the rock art was tightly
associated with the water’s edge and clustered along waterways in a coastal
archipelago. The rock art in this area is typically directed to the ‘waterworld’.
When the land-lift caused water routes to dry up and small islands become
part of the mainland, petroglyphs only continued to be produced on panels
that still face water (Fahlander 2018, 64).
In archaeological research in general, and rock art studies in particular, the
area where land and sea meet is often argued to constitute a symbolic liminal
zone between diﬀerent worlds that encourages ritual behaviour (Helskog
1999). Coastal regions indeed tend to comprise an interface where myths,
stories, and events are intertwined and structure both social practices and
aspects of social identity (Hviding 1992, 21; see McNiven and Brady 2012).
There has, however, been less focus on the physical and real properties of the
coastline milieus beside the symbolic and metaphoric aspects. There is a lot of
animacy going on in such areas because of the shifting circumstances of water,
wind, animals, people, etc. Things, humans, and occasionally dead carcasses of
larger sea mammals will sometimes ﬂoat ashore, that undoubtedly will evoke
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Figure 2. A photo of the central Boglösa area showing a ‘sea’ of crops approximately
reﬂecting where the sea was located during the Late Bronze Age. (© Museum of Enköping,
used by permission).

ideas about the sea, what it contains, and how it works. In contrast to the
mainland milieus, the coastal areas do not only change annually according to
the season. In the maritime zone, the land lift causes the water-level to
decrease over time, exposes new land, and make new rocks rise out of the
sea (Nimura 2016). In addition, this slow process has secondary eﬀects, for
instance, alterations in major streams and changes in the wildlife of both land
and sea which have to adapt to new circumstances. It also has practical and
social consequences when water-routes become dried up and blocked.
The polished rock outcrops that are used for rock art also express a variety of
animacy. The natural rocks and outcrops employed for rock art are by no means
solid and static. To begin with, rocks seemingly ‘grow’ out of the water because of
the land lift. The way that smooth rock outcrops occasionally also can become
visible under the soil due to uprooted trees can certainly encourage ideas of slow
growth. Water emerges or disappears in and out through small cracks and ﬁssures
in the rock face. Rain accumulate in cavities of the rocks and the manner in which
it slowly disappears through an invisible process of evaporation can be perceived
as the rock is ‘drinking’. Rocks also store warmth generated by the sun and at the
same time, they remain cold in the morning. They are often patterned with lichen,
veins, and ores, which can make them appear body-like and indeed biotic. To cut
motifs on rocks may thus involve something more than using a suitable and
permanent canvas for imagery. In this way, rock art shares many similarities to
tattooing. Tattoos are not simply added to the body, but because the ﬂuid
character of the skin, which leaks and absorbs ﬂuids, they can work as portals to
the organs inside the body as well as allowing the inside to aﬀect the outside (Gell
1993, 39). The way in which the rock leaks and absorbs water from cracks and
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ﬁssures resembles a skin-like membrane and rock art may too work as portal into
the rock as a way to harvest the powers and properties of which the rock is
associated. Such a scenario is partly sustained by the use of natural cracks
incorporated in rock art ﬁgures or instances when cupmarks have been placed
in cracks as if to penetrate the rock (Coles 2000, 35; Lahelma 2012).
There is also the water itself, which seems to be a key materiality for the
production of Bronze Age rock art. As a complexly distributed ‘hyperobject’, water
has no strict boundaries between diﬀerent forms, qualities, and activities (Normark
2014). In a modern western perspective, it tends to be viewed in positive terms as
life-giving and purifying in line with the Christian tradition. In other ontologies,
however, water can also be perceived as dangerous and problematic (Kamash 2008).
We should thus be careful not to view all waters as same or mechanically employ
modern distinctions between, e.g. sea from lake water and freshwater from salt
water, etc. Instead, we need to pay more attention to what diﬀerent waters do (see
Yates and Bradley 2010). Water can change from being calm to make waves. Water
levels alternate in the short span because of rain, melting snow and tidal ﬂuctuations. It can freeze into ice during winter and pour from the sky in the form of rain.
Water that ﬂows over a petroglyph can also ‘develop’ the images and animate them.
Finally, there is a certain level of social turbulence in the Boglösa area. There are
a few examples of iconoclasm and instances of parallel, potentially conﬂicting
visual modes in the area. For instance, at Boglösa 73 a set of double columns of
boat motifs has been disrupted by an anthropomorphic ﬁgure added into one of
the vertical columns of boat motifs (Fahlander 2018, 93, 98). This suggests that we
can expect diﬀerent groups and individuals of varying background and lifestyle
moving about in the area with diﬀerent aims and purposes. It is important here
not to separate nature from culture, but to recognize that humans and nonhumans are parts of the same world. The occasional appearances of both known
and unknown groups are thus part of the animacy of the area.
This brief sketch of the animacies of the Boglösa archipelago can easily be
extended but will suﬃce for the discussion on why so much rock art was
accumulated in this area during the Early Bronze Age. We have no means to
understand all diﬀerent ways in which people reacted to, and tried to aﬀect,
the animacies of the world during the period of rock art production, but there
is some information to be gained from a careful analysis of the ways in which
the petroglyphs relate to each other, the water, and the rock. In the following,
I will relate the animacies of the Boglösa bay to the distribution of rock art
motifs and discuss in which ways they may constitute ‘contraptions’, produced
with an intention to have an eﬀect.

Rock art as a vitalist technology
Even though the rock art motifs rarely are considered as mere depictions, many
interpretations yet rely on representation in varying degrees. A boat motif, for
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example, tends to be understood as a symbol or picture of a boat, and the potential
magic of the image is typically related to a death cult or actual sea-faring. However,
although sympathetic magic often relies on mimesis, magic nonetheless ‘presents
more than it represents’ (Nakamura 2005, 22f). This is also apparent in Gell’s
examples, for instance, the act of tattooing an Etua (representation of the godling)
as a ritual performance to bring a protective spirit into being – it is not an image or
symbol of an Etua, it is an Etua (Gell 1998, 191). In the following discussion, I shift the
focus from representation to presentation and stress the empirical circumstances of
the petroglyphs, i.e. the mediality and physicality of diﬀerent types, including
aspects of size, aesthetics, symmetry, as well as their relations to other types of
motifs and the microtopography of the rock.
To begin at the general level, it is signiﬁcant that the dense clusters of Bronze Age
petroglyphs occur only at a few locales along the coasts of southern Scandinavia.
Distributed over the whole period of production the frequency is rather low (c. 1–2
motifs annually in the Mälaren area). This suggests that the production is not
primarily an everyday practice related to a general Bronze Age cosmology, religion,
or ideology. The repetition of a limited number of motifs is also telling. There are very
few indications of narrative scenes in the early part of the period; most panels rather
consist of boat motifs repeated in diﬀerent styles, sizes and forms. To this, we can
add that in the Boglösa area, the petroglyphs are cut close to the water’s edge which
makes it less likely that the imagery was subsequently venerated due to the lack of
room in front of the rocks. Instead, this suggests a ritualized aspect in which the
production of making petroglyphs is a vital component.
The central question here is if the rock art, in one way or another, is related
to any of the animacies of the Boglösa Bay? Are the petroglyphs part of
a technology to harvest or aﬀect the animacies of waters, wildlife, people,
and rocks? The main (for us) dominant process, the land lift, do not seem
directly related to rock art production (cf. Nimura 2016). For example, there are
similar concentrations of petroglyphs in southern Sweden and Norway where
the land lift is almost non-existent. It is, however, entirely possible that rock art
is related to secondary aspects of the land lift. For instance, how it aﬀected the
watercourses and streams, the wildlife, and the social movements in the area.
Rock art as sympathetic and votive contraptions
The idea that rock art comprises a form of sympathetic magic is a common trope
in rock art research – especially considering the northern tradition of hunters’ art.
This is, however, not the only way for imagery to be magical. Individual petroglyphs can act as ‘cognitive traps’ that incite fascination, compulsion, paradox, or
contradiction among humans, spirits or animals (Robb 2015, 172). The shallow bay
of Boglösa could indeed have provided a good hunting ground for both ﬁsh and
game. The elk, for instance, commonly wade in shallow waters to eat water lilies or
to avoid mosquitoes, which make them easy prey for hunters in canoes (see
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Willerslev 2007, 34). This hypothesis, however, ﬁts the rock art poorly. Although
the zoomorphic motifs can be argued to evoke real game, it is diﬃcult to reconcile
with the abundance of boat motifs on the same rocks. (On the contrary, from the
point of a magical logic, such a multitude of boat motifs would rather warn the
animals and scare them oﬀ.)
An alternative hypothesis is that the many boat motifs in the area were
produced as a way to lure or evoke social encounters into the Boglösa bay. The
high frequency of the boat motif and its close relation to the shoreline have led to
ideas of the bay as an aggregation site (Coles 2000, 112; Ling 2013, 68). Such
a scenario does, however, not explain the presence of zoomorphs, anthropomorphs and other motifs found alongside the boats. Furthermore, there is no
need for the excessive repetition of motifs to evoke encounters (human, spiritual
or animal). On the contrary, we should rather expect a few well-designed, repeatedly refurbished images at the entrances and the centre of the central area. The
lack of other contemporary materials (houses, burials, etc.) in the area and its
position far out in the Mälaren bay also suggest that it is not primarily a domestic
site, but rather a place where one passes through (Fahlander 2018, 108–11).
Another possibility rests on a potential correlation between the imagery and the
medium on which they are cut. The small rocky islets in the Boglösa bay are full of
petroglyphs. Is there something that the rocks do or aﬀord that the petroglyphs aim
to aﬀect or harvest powers from? The resilient materiality of the rock oﬀers the
petroglyphs almost an eternal life, and as magical contraptions, it provides a longlasting, continuous eﬀect. The rock art being pecked instead of painted is signiﬁcant, but it is not likely that they primarily were cut to reach ‘something’ inside the
rock (cf. Tilley 2008, 174). Such hypothesis may make sense in relation to a few
deeply cut cup-marks, but not the majority of shallow cut motifs of diﬀerent design
and in varying sizes. It is more plausible that diﬀerent motifs are produced to harvest
diﬀerent properties of the rock. It is probably no coincidence that the common boat
motif in the area is quite inconsistently produced. There are a number of symmetrical, and in a subjective way, aesthetically embellished motifs, but the majority are
either incomplete or rather crude (Fahlander 2018, 75). The stylistic heterogeneity
and the varying quality of individual motifs go far beyond any chronological
developments (Figure 3). Altogether, this suggests that the rock art is more of
a situational and individual practice then part of a communal rite.
The stylistic variation of the typical boat motif in the Boglösa area suggests
that the boats in question, if they are all depictions of boats, are particular
boats. From such a perspective, the petroglyphs can be considered as a type of
propitiatory votive contraption that requests protection for individual boats.
This hypothesis ﬁts the mediality of the rock art as it provides permanence to
the images. As long as the boat in the rock is complete, the real vessel is, by
a sympathetic logic, out of danger. It may also be argued that the animacy of
the rocks, that seemingly grow out of the water, was associated with the
mainland and thus a safe return. Even though the boat motif is far more
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Figure 3. Assorted variations of the common boat motif in the Boglösa area. (Image: author).

common than any other type, we need to include other types of motifs within
the same general scheme. The other ﬁgures on the panels (anthropomorphs,
zoomorphs, foot-soles, etc.) could be other types of votive contraptions in
relation to, e.g. initiation, fertility, death, trade, war, and hunting. Their relations to both the rock and the water are, however, weak.

Consecration by water or consecration of water
Another objection to representational interpretations of the motifs is the location
of the petroglyphs at the water’s edge. The images were undoubtedly submerged
at times or at least washed over with water from waves, which do not ﬁt the
votive-boat hypothesis. It is, however, possible that the motifs are cut close to the
water’s edge precisely because they are supposed to be washed over with water
(see Helskog 1999). Such a scenario also makes the choice of pecking petroglyphs
instead of painting images coherent. There are two general possibilities here:
either the water is consecrating or activating the imagery, or vice versa.
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In some ritual scenarios, imagery needs to be initiated by a ﬁnal act of
consecration. A typical example is when a particular attribute is added to the
image, for example, an anthropomorph being equipped with ‘eyes’ (Freedberg
1989, 32, 84, 96). There are a few tangible indications of such practices at
Boglösa. Especially interesting are those instances where the crew-strokes and
prow-extensions of the boats are cut in a diﬀerent depth than the rest of the
motif, which suggest that they are later additions (see, e.g., Milstreu 2017). The
many partial and incomplete motives could also be more understandable from
such a perspective in the sense of not yet being completed. Consecration can,
of course, also have been executed in other ways that cannot be traced
archaeologically. For example, images can be lubricated with diﬀerent substances to be ‘activated’. A reason why the petroglyphs are cut close to the
water’s edge could thus be because there is something in the animacy of
certain waters that could be channelled through the imagery, or that the point
was to ‘activate’ or ‘feed’ them by water. Such a scenario justiﬁes why new
images needed to be reproduced further down the rock when the land lift
made the older images out of reach of the water.
The other alternative is that it was a special body of water and its associated
animacies were consecrated by rock art. In archaeology, the focus is normally
set on the material articulations (petroglyphs) on the ﬁrst hand and their
medium (the rock) on the second. However, as part of a vitalist technology,
the petroglyphs are primarily contraptions produced to aﬀect something else.
The reason why petroglyphs were cut by the water’s edge so as to be ﬂooded
with water may thus constitute a way to consolidate, strengthen or pacify
a particular body of water (or what it may contain). Alternatively, a symbiosis
was sought between certain waters and the rock using petroglyphs as facilitators. This model ﬁts all diﬀerent types of motifs as well as their location at
the water’s edge at special areas only. Diﬀerent motifs in various sizes and
level of embellishment can be related to diﬀerent aims and/or diﬀerent
potency. From such a perspective, the petroglyphs do not need to be seen
or cared for – their power comes from being in the rock by a particular body of
water in their own right.

Summary
It has been argued here that one potential reason for the dense concentration
of rock art in the Boglösa archipelago is related to speciﬁc aspects of animacy
of the area. In such a scenario the petroglyphs are contraptions within a vitalist
technology rather than images per se. A number of possible types of magic are
discussed of which some ﬁt the speciﬁc circumstances better than others.
There is little support for the idea that petroglyphs were made to evoke
contacts, animals or other entities. A possibility, however, concerns petroglyphs as vitalist contraptions that utilize the resilience of rock for permanence
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while either being consecrated by water, or work as contraptions to aﬀect
certain bodies of water. Both alternatives are able to involve the whole range
of diﬀerent aspects such as the mediality and physicality of diﬀerent types of
motifs, including aspects of size, embellishment, and symmetry, as well as their
relations to each other, the rock and the water. This emphasis on water does
not necessarily imply a relation to maritime practices, but rather stresses the
ontological importance of water as a multifaceted ‘hyperobject’.
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