The Beauty is in the Act of the Beholder
South Scandinavian Rock Art from a Uses of the
Past-Perspective
Per Nilsson
Abstract South Scandinavian rock art is one of prehistory’s most impressive and
complex expressions of figurative material culture. But a question that is seldom discussed
is how the rock art sites and motifs were used and interpreted after the tradition of
making figurative rock art had come to an end. This is especially interesting since
excavations at rock art sites have revealed a high number of finds and features from
later periods as well. In this article I will discuss some of these excavation results from
three major rock art regions in southern Scandinavia: the Himmelstalund-region of
south-eastern Sweden, the Tanum-area on the West Coast of Sweden and the Danish
island of Bornholm. My proposal is that the finds and features found at rock art sites
can be interpreted as the material remains of a dialogue with the past. My aim is to
broaden the understanding of rock art, and I believe that we should not limit our
research to the way the figures were used and interpreted in their Bronze Age context.

Introduction
In this article I would like to discuss the possibility that rock art sites from the south
Scandinavian Bronze Age were still being used in different ways after the tradition of
making figurative rock art had come to an end. Rock art in this sense is very special
compared to most other forms of figurative material culture because of the simple
fact that the pictures have usually not been moved from their original context. This
phenomenon makes it possible not just to discuss why rock art was made and how the
motifs can be interpreted, but also how the motifs and the rock art sites themselves
have been used. The title of this article is more than a travesty of the well-known
saying, it also marks my intention to focus on the actions taking place at the rock art
sites rather than the motifs themselves. This focus on the user and the user’s actions is
at the very core of the so-called uses of the past/use of history-research. Most studies
within this broad research field have focused on the uses of the past by different actors
in historic and modern times (summed up by Aronsson 2004; c.f. Nora & Kritzman
1996). But there has also been a major interest in these topics within archaeology,
which I will return to later in this text. If the rock art figures from the Bronze Age
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really did make an impact on people during later periods, how can we study this
impact? I believe that the best way to examine this is by studying if possible reuse or
continuous use of the rock art figures has left any material traces behind. And the most
informative way to study this is by an examination of the archaeological excavations
undertaken at rock art sites.

Fig. 1. Map showing the location of the rock art sites discussed in the text.

Excavations at rock art sites
Luckily enough there has been an increasing interest in excavating rock art sites in
Scandinavia (Bengtsson 2004; Goldhahn 2006; Kaul 2006; Ling et al., in press).
Most of the excavations have been conducted at sites where the motifs have been
dated to the Bronze Age, and several of the finds and features can be dated to this
period. But a significant number of finds and features from later periods have been
found as well, a phenomenon that has seldom been discussed. In the following I will
present some examples of excavations at rock art sites in southern Scandinavia, the
focus being sites that could still have been used after the tradition of making figurative
rock art had come to an end. I will start with excavations from my primary research
area, the rock art region of Himmelstalund in the south-eastern part of Sweden.
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One of Scandinavia’s densest concentrations of rock art is to be found around the
now regulated rapids in the river Motala ström, west of the town of Norrköping.
Here most of the rock art sites can be found on rock outcrops in the flat agrarian
landscape of the present day. What makes this region special compared to other
rock art areas in southern Scandinavia is the close connection between rock art sites
and contemporary grave fields and settlements (Lundström 1965; 1970; Stålbom
1994; Kaliff et al 1995; Borna-Ahlkvist et al. 1998). During the last decade several
dissertations on different aspects of the Bronze- and Early Iron Age societies in this
region have been published, as well as more detailed studies and excavation reports
(Kaliff 1997; Stålbom 1998; Borna-Ahlkvist 2002; Wahlgren 2002; Coles 2003;
Fredell 2003; Ericsson and Nilsson 2007; Nilsson 2005a-b, 2007, 2008a-b; Nilsson
2010a-b; Tilley 2008, Helander 2012, etc.).
Only a few excavations at rock art sites have been conducted in the Himmelstalundregion since Arthur Nordén conducted groundbreaking rock art research here in the
1910s-20s. When Nordén was searching for new rock art figures he describes that
in many cases he had to remove thick layers of topsoil to find the figures. In quite a
few cases he noted motifs that were covered with thick layers of fire-cracked stone,
charcoal and soot. He also excavated several heaps of fire-cracked stones (burnt
mounds), on top of or in close connection with the rock art sites. The main aim for
Nordén though, as well as for most of the rock art scholars working in this area, has
been to bring about new documentations of earlier known sites and/or discovering new
rock art. Later excavations with the expressed ambition of studying the relationship
between rock art sites and contemporary (or later) remains have been rare (cf. Lødøen
2006:5). Another problem is that in quite a few cases the search for rock art figures
has thoroughly removed all remains of uses of the rock art sites in later periods.
Excavations at Himmelstalund
The best known rock art site is the Himmelstalund-site itself, with some 60 panels
featuring more than 1,700 figures (Selinge 1985:110f; Nilsson 2008a). Although the
rock art figures at the Himmelstalund-site were discovered during the first half of
the nineteenth century, the first scientific investigation did not take place until 1871
(Nordén 1925). In 1903 it was documented by Oscar Almgren and the then CrownPrince Gustav Adolf, and during the first two decades of the twentieth century more
thoroughly by Arthur Nordén (1925). Since then the rock art site of Himmelstalund
has been documented on several occasions (Burenhult 1973; 1980; Selinge 1985).
A few excavations have been conducted at the Himmelstalund-site in recent years
where settlement remains from the Early Iron Age have been found, both to the south
and the west of the rock. South of the rock a small three-aisled house was found
on a natural ledge between the rock and the nearby river, Motala ström. The house
consisted of three pairs of trestles and two pits filled with burnt clay were found along
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its walls. A row of post holes, which might have signified a confined area between
the rock and the river, were found at the western gable-end of the house. Charcoal
from one of the post holes inside the house was dated to 45BC-25AD (Cal 1 sigma).
Settlement remains were also discovered some 100 metres to the west of the rock art
site consisting of hearths, pits and a couple of filled in wells (Fig. 2). Five 14C-datings
from this site indicated that the settlement had been in use between 350 BC and AD
235 (Cal 1 sigma) (Ericsson and Nilsson 2007; Nilsson 2008a-b).

Fig. 2. The author excavating a filled-in well from the Early Iron Age. In the background
you can see the rock art site of Himmelstalund. Photo: Alf Ericsson.

A small excavation has also been conducted just beneath one of the major rock
art panels. Two hearths were found, about a metre or so away from one of the best
known motifs at this site (Fig. 3); a deeply carved geometrical figure (or perhaps a
net?) associated with a human carrying a spear. The two hearths were dated to the
pre-Roman and Early Roman Iron Age (90 BC-AD 20, AD 135-230, Cal 1 sigma).
Nordén noted that some of the panels at the Himmelstalund-site were covered by
a layer of fire-cracked stones and black sandy soil and that several of the figures had
been damaged by fire (Nordén 1925:49f ). When the panel beside the two Iron Age
hearths was documented in the beginning of the twentieth century, at least a part of
it was covered by a thick layer of soil (Prince Gustav Adolf 1904). Unfortunately it is
not possible to determine whether this layer also contained fire-cracked stones. One
question that arises relates to the connection of the two hearths with the adjacent
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rock art panel. Were the hearths consciously located by the rock art panel or had the
motifs been forgotten or lacked significance when the fires by the rock were lit? The
time interval between the two hearths is too great for them to be contemporary with
each other, so the hearths belong to two chronologically separate occasions. As the
two hearths are both contemporary with the settlement remains to the south and
west of the rock it is reasonable to suggest that they can be associated with activities
carried out in connection with these settlements, regardless of whether or not the
activities were of a ritual or more everyday nature.

Fig. 3. Two hearths were found beneath one of the panels at Himmelstalund. Photo:
Per Nilsson.

If the hearths had been dated to the Bronze Age the connection between them and
the panel had seemed pretty clear. But what was the role of the rock art figures during
the Iron Age? Did the figures still make an impression on people or were they perhaps
simply forgotten? Nevertheless, it is interesting to note the existence of remains of
a more substantial settlement from the Early Iron Age in close connection with one
of the major rock art sites in this region. What we haven’t found yet are finds or
features from the period when the rock art activity was most intense, e.g. Bronze Age
Per III-VI (Wahlgren 2002:238f ). Perhaps a settlement from this period is yet to be
found, but it is also possible that the Himmelstalund-site is yet another example of a
major rock art site apparently lacking finds and features that are contemporary with
the rock art (Goldhahn 2006:92).
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Excavations at Leonardsberg
Another major rock art site situated about a kilometre to the west of Himmelstalund
is Leonardsberg (Fig. 4). Here, rock art figures can be found on many of the rocks and
rock outcrops in today’s agrarian landscape. When Arthur Nordén made excavations
and searched for new rock art sites here he noted that there were layers of fire-cracked
stones covering rock art figures and motifs damaged by fire just as the case was at
Himmelstalund. Nordén actually found traces of fire-related activities at many of the
rock art sites he investigated, not just at Leonardsberg and Himmelstalund but also at
other sites, like Skälv, Egna Hem and Borg (Nordén 1925; cf. Wahlgren 2002:258).
At one of the rock art sites in Leonardsberg he excavated a large burnt mound that
partly covered a rock art panel. During the excavation he found a button from the
Late Bronze Age. For Nordén this was a clear indication that many of the burnt
mounds could be dated to the Bronze Age (RAÄ 46, Nordén 1925:64, LM50).
Since Nordén’s excavations in the 1920s only one excavation has been conducted at
this site, when a burnt mound beside one of the panels was excavated ten years ago
(RAÄ 29, Wahlgren 2002).

Fig. 4. Rock art figures covered with fire-cracked stones at Leonardsberg. From
Nordén 1925.

In the course of the excavation it became apparent that the burnt mound was a grave
from the Late Iron Age. Five hearths were found under the grave, and they were
interpreted as parts of a larger system of hearths. Two of the hearths were dated to
the Roman Iron Age, (AD 240-340 and 206-410, Cal 1 sigma). But a layer of soot,
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situated on top of the panel, was dated to the Late Bronze Age, (900-800 BC, Cal
1 sigma). It is interesting to note that the rock art sites at Leonardsberg have been
repeatedly used in different ways since the Bronze Age up to the Late Iron Age.
Excavations at Fiskeby
At Fiskeby a large grave field with more than 500 burials was excavated in the 1950s
(Lundström 1965; 1970). The grave field was established in the Late Bronze Age
and it continued in use until the Late Iron Age. What is especially interesting about
this grave field is that it was located just beside a rock art site. The excavators were
explicitly searching for rock art during the excavation but only one of all the graves
covered a rock art panel. They also noted that no graves were placed on the rocky
surfaces that divided the grave field. When more graves were added during the Iron
Age the grave field expanded to the opposite direction of the panels (Lundström
1970:116). It therefore seems likely that the motifs were noted and in a sense also
respected during the Bronze Age as well as during the Iron Age (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5. The grave field at Fiskeby. The graves were located just beneath a rock outcrop
with rock art figures. Photo Per Lundström 1952. Copy from the Royal Swedish
Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities.
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Rock art excavations from other regions
The question is: was the continuous use of rock art sites after the end of the Bronze
Age a widespread phenomenon? A number of excavations at rock art sites have been
undertaken in different parts of southern Scandinavia, and in a study from 2004 a list
of 30 excavations at rock art sites in Sweden and Norway was presented (Bengtsson
2004; cf. Nordström 1995). It is interesting to note that many of the finds and features
found at these excavations can actually be dated to periods later than the Bronze
Age. The dateable motifs in this region have mainly been dated to the Bronze Age,
with a possible continuity throughout the pre-Roman Iron Age in some areas. One
example is that the major part of the dateable potsherds found at excavations in the
county of Bohuslän on the Swedish west coast was typologically dated to the Early
Iron Age (although it can be hard to distinguish between LBA and EIA ceramics).
At three of the excavated sites - Drottninghall (Scania), Kalleby (Tanum, Bohuslän)
and Hällby (Uppland) - potsherds were also found that should probably be dated to
the Early Iron Age or Migration Period (Nordström 1995:31). Other examples are
stone pavings where carbon samples from the site Högsbyn in Dalsland were dated
to the pre-Roman Iron Age/Early Roman Iron Age, (350 BC-AD 60, Cal 1 sigma)
and the Early Middle Ages (AD 1060-1400, Cal 1 Sigma). In Bohuslän two flat stone
constructions/pavings were possible to date, and they were both dated to the Iron
Age; RAÄ 1371 in Tanum (390-170 BC) and RAÄ 446 in Tossene (50BC – AD
180). Another common feature found at rock art sites are hearths and layers of fire
cracked stones, which were found at nine of the 30 excavations. At the site RAÄ 897
in Tanum a hearth was dated to 200 BC–AD 130 and a bead from the Roman Iron
Age was found in a layer of fire-cracked stones at the same site. Bengtsson suggests
that the layer could have been placed by the rock art more by chance, but also points
out the possibility of a contextual relationship between the rock art and the layer of
fire-cracked stones during the Roman Iron Age. What is interesting is also that only
one of the hearths found at rock art sites in Bohuslän has been dated to the Bronze
Age, according to the list from 2004. Another example is from Drottninghall in Scania
where a hearth dated to the Late Iron Age was found beneath one of the panels (AD
560-780, Cal 1 Sigma).
A number of excavations have been conducted during recent years at the Tossene-site
in Bohuslän on the West Coast of Sweden (Bengtsson and Ling 2007; Håkansdotter
et al. 2010; Kegel 2010; Ling et al., in press). There are many interesting results from
these excavations, but what is especially important for my concern is the possible use
of the site during the Iron Age. At one of the panels there is a fascinating motif of a
warrior-like figure caught in an acrobatic pose and in front of this panel two hearths
were found. The hearths were dated to the Late Roman Iron Age (AD 250-410 and
AD 250-420, Bengtsson & Ling 2007:45). The similarity between the latter site and
the hearths found at Himmelstalund is striking. Later excavations at the site have also
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revealed potsherds that could be dated to the Roman Iron Age, and the excavators
see clear parallels to another excavated rock art site at Svarteborg with dates from the
same period (Ling et al., in press; Munkenberg 2004). The Tossene-site was located
in a surrounding that was rich in natural resources during the Bronze Age as well as
during later periods. A relevant question raised by the excavators is therefore whether
it was the place itself rather then the rock art figures that attracted people to the site
(Ling et al., in press).

Fig. 6. Two houses were found beside the rock art at Lille Strandbygård, on the Danish
island of Bornholm. From Sørensen (2006:72).

One last example is from the Danish island of Bornholm, where excavations at rock art
sites have been carried out during recent years (Kaul et al. 2005; Kaul 2006; Sørensen
2006). At the site Madsebakke a cultural layer at the ‘entrance’ to the panel was dated
to the Early Roman Iron Age (AD 0-150). Pot-sherds from the same period were also
found. During the later part of the Iron Age, about AD 200-600, a grave field was
established on top of the rock at Madsebakke. A house structure from the Late Iron
Age was also found in close connection with the rock art site. House structures were
also discovered at a minor excavation at Lille Strandbygård, on the southern part of
the island. Here, two successive house structures dating to the Iron Age were found
just beside the rock art (Fig. 6). The entrance to the house(s) was most probably
placed just by the decorated panel (Sørensen 2006:73).
85

Encountering Imagery
Different uses of rock art sites during the Iron Age
The examples above have shown that in many cases there exists a clear spatial
relationship between rock art sites and later remains, such as barrows, grave fields
and settlements. But is it possible to determine whether this spatial relationship also
reflects a contextual relationship? And does this have anything to do with the fact
that rock art is a figurative form of material culture? In some of the abovementioned
examples the excavators seem to have been convinced of a contextual relationship
between the rock art and the adjacent remains at the time of the excavation. But
when the 14C datings arrived the idea of such a contextual relationship was often
questioned. To determine whether the relationship is contextual and not only
spatial is of course always a challenge and it is important that each site is studied
within its own specific context. But I do believe that we should be more open to
the possibility of the existence of such a relationship, especially when it comes to
excavations at rock art sites. Or, put in a more provocative way: is it possible that
rock art figures have become such a strong pictorial trademark for Bronze Age-culture
that we can no longer acknowledge their importance during later periods? In the
following I will present some more examples of spatial relationships between rock
art sites from the Bronze Age and remains from the Iron Age – a relationship that
I propose could have included a conscious use of the sites and figures.
Iron Age graves at rock art sites
In a dissertation from 1987 Ulf Bertilsson states that the location of Iron Age
graves on or adjacent to rock art panels in Bohuslän was a conscious act (Bertilsson
1987:149). This relationship is also discussed by Bengtsson and Ling, who admit
that they are a bit puzzled by the strong presence of Iron Age activity at rock art
sites (2007:48). The disappearance of the figurative rock art coincides with the first
general impact of agriculture in Bohuslän. Bengtsson and Ling regard the rock art
sites as reflections of mobile/seasonal activities during the Bronze Age, and propose
that this system was altered during the Iron Age when a more agrarian system was
established. They suggest that the rock art sites were then reused or revitalized
within the agrarian tenure system, although no new (figurative) motifs were made
(Bengtsson and Ling 2007:48-49). If this is correct, it is worth considering the
simple fact that it must have been the visual qualities of the pictures that made such
a revitalization possible. There are several examples from the Himmelstalund-region
of what can be interpreted as a conscious location of grave mounds close to rock art
sites, for instance at Borgs Säteri (RAÄ 16-17), where there is a complex relationship
between Iron Age barrows, burnt mounds and rock art panels (Nordén; 1925:82f;
Wahlgren 2002:149). Worth noting is that several of the barrows classified as burnt
mounds turned out to be Iron Age graves after excavation. To add some complexity
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to this, there are also examples of burnt mounds from the Bronze Age/Early Iron
Age that have been reused as graves during the Late Iron Age (Nordén 1925:83).
Rock art from the Iron Age
The rock art tradition in the Himmelstalund-region has been dated to the Bronze
Age, with a possible continuation throughout the pre-Roman Iron Age (Wahlgren
2002:179). Perhaps a few of the motifs in the Himmelstalund-region can be dated
to the very Late Bronze Age or Early pre-Roman Iron Age. But a brief survey of the
panels documented by Nordén shows few of the chronological traits from this period
that have been identified in other regions, such as horse riders with rectangular
shields or ships with bifurcated stems (Kaul 2004:310, 394f ). In other areas, like
Tanum in Bohuslän, Bornholm and Trøndelag, there are several examples of ship
figures that can be dated to the pre-Roman Iron Age (Kaul 2004:394f ). Johan Ling
has recently shown that at least 130 of the ship figures from the parish of Tanum
could be classified as ships from the pre-Roman Iron Age (Ling 2008:196). If this
dating is correct, it is also conceivable that other, older motifs could have been
re-carved and revived during this period as well.

Fig. 7. The runic inscription from Himmelstalund. Photo: Per Nilsson.

Runic inscriptions on rock art panels
An interesting example of a direct encounter (or perhaps dialogue?) with the rock
art figures at Himmelstalund is a line of runic inscriptions carved on the same
rock as the earlier mentioned geometrical figure, some metres to the north-west
of the two Iron Age hearths (Nordén 1925; 1932). The line of runes consists of
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5-6 (reversed) characters of the older futhark and has been interpreted in several
different ways (Fig. 7). The most likely interpretation is Braido or Brajdo, which
could refer to a woman’s name meaning ‘the wide or the broad’ (Svante Lagman and
Patrik Larsson, runologists, personal communication 2007). Another alternative is
Buajdo, i.e. ‘I did’. The authenticity of the runes has been discussed, but if genuine
they could have been carved as early as AD 200-300 – although a later dating to AD
400-500 is also reasonable. Other examples of runic inscriptions on rock art panels
can be found in Tanum and Utby on the Swedish West Coast, as well as in Kårstad
in Norway (Gerdin and Munkenberg 2005; Mandt 2005; Ling 2008:72-73). What
is most interesting when considering the phenomenon of runes on rock art sites is
the clear visual connection between the two types of inscriptions. What is important
to note, though, is that this was not a widespread custom, and there are in fact only
a few examples from the whole of Scandinavia. The act of cutting runes on rock art
sites can therefore be interpreted as a conscious act, performed by individuals most
likely affected by the rock art figures narrative and pictorial qualities.
Fire-related activities at Rock Art sites
Traces of fire-related activities have been found at many rock art sites. In the parish
of Askum in Bohuslän no less than 71 of the 247 sites showed traces of fire damage
(Bengtsson 2004:37). In some cases rock art figures have even been destroyed by
fire. Whether or not this damage should be regarded as contemporary with the rock
art can be hard to determine. Nordén held that some of the fire-damages and layers
of fire-cracked stones found in the Himmelstalund-area could be dated to recent
periods. But he interpreted the majority of the layers and heaps of fire-cracked stones
as being contemporary with the rock art. Another suggested explanation for some
of the fire damage found at rock art sites is that it represents traces from Bronze Age
cremation ceremonies (Goldhahn 2007:261f ). As we have seen, these features can
be dated to a number of different periods. But my own proposal is that the number
of fire-related activities dated to the Iron Age at rock art sites indicates that at least
some of the damage could have been caused during this period, too. During the
Early Iron Age there seems to have been an emphasis on different aspects of fire, and
hearths and other features are found in large numbers not just at rock art sites but also
at settlements and grave fields. One alternative is that the hearths found at rock art
sites ought to be regarded as remains from resting shepherds. This has recently been
suggested as a possible explanation for the large number of isolated hearths dating
back to the Late Bronze- and Early Iron Age (Petersson 2006:169; cf. Bengtsson &
Ling 2007:49). I think it is reasonable to interpret the main part of the hearths and
layers/heaps of fire-cracked stones at rock art sites as consciously located (cf. Kaliff
2007:105). There is of course also the possibility that some of the hearths were lit by
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resting shepherds. The large scale herding system was established during the Bronze
Age and it is therefore likely that the rock art sites located within the grazing areas
were connected with special beliefs or myths during the Iron Age as well.
Discussion – can the past become a problem?
The south Scandinavian Bronze Age societies have most often been interpreted as
hierarchical and stratified (Kristiansen & Larsson 2005). According to this interpretation the older (monumental) structures, such as barrows, cairns and major rock
art sites played an important role for the reproduction of the society. But what role
did these monumental places play when the Bronze Age-culture came to an end? By
the very Late Bronze Age, or Early Iron Age in some areas, the thousand-year-old
tradition of making figurative rock art was coming to an end. A relevant question is
how long the memory of this tradition and the places connected with it remained
when rock art figures no longer were being made?
Since the early 1990s there has been an increasing interest in discussing how and
why different monuments were used and/or reused during later periods. This field of
research can also be seen as a subdivision of a broader discussion concerning different
conceptions of time and memory within archaeological and anthropological research
(e.g. Van Dyke & Alcock 2003; Lucas 2005). Another subdivision is the biographies,
or life-histories, of certain types of prehistoric remains, mainly different kinds of
monuments (e.g. Kopytoff 1986; Holtorf 2000-2007, 2008). A number of articles
and monographs have been published and the history of research on the subject of
reuse is now quite extensive (Bradley 2002; Lucas 2005; Jones 2007; Thäte 2007,
etc.). In Sweden, the discussion has mainly focused on the way barrows or burial
grounds were used or reused during later periods (e.g. Artelius 2004; Munkenberg
2004; Larsson 2005; Strömberg 2005; Artelius and Lindqvist 2007; Tegnér 2008;
Thäte 2007). One exception to this is Borna-Ahlkvist’s discussions of how people
during the Late Bronze Age could have related to older houses, or house ruins at
Bronze Age settlements (Borna-Ahlkvist 2002; cf. Gerritsen 1999). Another aspect
of this is the reuse of house sites for Iron Age graves discussed by Thäte (2007:102f ).
The reuse of older graves and settlements, or depositing/sacrifices in such locations,
has most often been interpreted as a legitimizing act, as a way of demonstrating the
rights to use or inhabit a certain area (Thäte 2007:31f ). But these places could also
have been regarded in a different way. And there are some interesting discussions of
other, perhaps more problematic views of the past. One example is Borna-Ahlkvist’s
discussion of how decaying houses could be regarded as still inhabited by the feared
spirits of the ancestors (Borna-Ahlkvist 2002:189; cf. Holtorf 1999:443f; Tegnér
2008; Tilley 2008:251f ). Another view is given by James Whitley in the article
‘Too many ancestors’, where he gives a critical response to the widespread use of the
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ancestors in explaining why monuments were reused in Britain. He suggests that we
should look at alternative hypothesis for the reuses and depositing at monuments,
which includes the offerings to, and worshipping of, what he calls aliens and previous
races (Whitley 2002:124).
Can the past become the ‘Other’?
During the Bronze Age, as well as during the Early Iron Age, a number of grave fields and
settlement sites were established, while others were abandoned (Petersson 2006:20ff ).
This holds true for the life histories of many of the rock art sites as well. Not all of the
rock art sites were used during the whole of the Bronze Age, at least in the sense that
new figures weren’t added continuously. There are also examples where additions to
older rock art figures were made during the course of the Bronze Age, perhaps to make
them appear more modern or relevant for their beholders (Fredell 2003:229). But
how are we to understand these abandoned places and remade figures? Is it possible
that some of them had become connected, or loaded, with negative connotations?
Could, for example, the deliberate coverings of rock art panels with layers and heaps
of fire-cracked stones be interpreted as an example of a more problematic relation
to the past? One way of discussing this is by considering if the past sometimes could
have been regarded as unwanted, or at least as something one no longer wanted to be
associated with. This phenomenon can also be described by using the philosophical
term the ‘Other’. The question I would like to address is if the past, and the pictures
connected with the past, at times could have been thought of as the ‘Other’? The use
of this term has a long history and it was used already by Hegel, in describing how
one’s Self is always constituted by the meeting with the ‘Other’.
Within post-colonial theory the concept has been used to describe how the West
treated, or understood, the people in colonized countries (e.g. Fanon 1962; Said
1978; Bhabha 1994). With influences from post-colonial theories, the concept has
also been used within Swedish archaeological research. One example is a discussion
regarding cultural meetings and different uses of the concept of the ‘Other’ by Cornell
and Fahlander (2002:27; cf. Cornell & Fahlander 2007). The term has also been
used to discuss how archaeology has given the past an exotic touch, as something
fundamentally different from ourselves (Källén 2004:22). Another influential concept,
once introduced by Homi K Bhabha, is the notion of ‘the third space’ (Bhabha 1994).
The third space can be defined as an area where an encounter of two distinct (and
unequal) social groups takes place, and where culture is disseminated and displaced
by the interacting groups, making way for the invention of a hybrid identity (Ikas
& Wagner 2008).
Within rock art research different aspects of the use of the ‘Other’ and the third
space have been discussed by Lise Nordenborg Myhre (2004) and Johan Ling (2005).
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Nordenborg Myhre introduces the concept of a ‘trialectic archaeology’ as a critical
answer to what she defines as a dialectic use of the ‘Other’ in centre-periphery theories
(2004:5, 29). Ling discusses whether the cultural meetings that took place at some
of the maritime rock art concentrations on the West Coast could be interpreted
as a kind of third space, where cultural identity was created and communicated by
the act of making rock art (2005:455). Ling uses the third space to describe a kind
of mental space that was created by human encounters in real physical places. The
question is whether it is possible to regard Bhabha’s notion of the third space as a real
physical space? This is something that has been discussed by Fahlander (2007:23).
As stated in the beginning of this paper, my own aim is to study the possibility of
a continuous use of the rock art sites employing a use of history-perspective. This
means that I will focus on the user and especially the user’s actions. The only way
to study these actions with archaeological methods is if they have left any material
traces behind. Since the material traces I am studying are contextually located at rock
art sites, it would be very wrong not to include their place-specific aspects. So in a
sense I use the notion of the third space in a somewhat similar way to Ling, e.g. as a
description of the physical spaces where encounters took place. Ling’s definition of
the third space could perhaps also count as a good description of the rock art sites
that were being reused in different ways during the Iron Age, but with one important
difference: the encounters/dialogues taking place at the rock art sites were no longer
conducted between humans from different areas, but between humans and the places
and figures from the past (cf. Jones 2007:3). It is also possible that people during the
Iron Age could have regarded the rock art figures as symbols made by the ancestors.
The disappearance of the south Scandinavian Bronze Age culture as well as the
adjoining tradition of making figurative rock art has been explained as the effect of
a number of combined factors. Kaul suggests that the disappearance of the rock art
tradition was caused by a number of societal changes combined with, or caused by,
massive changes in the societies north of the Alps. He also puts the disappearance in
connection with possible religious changes at the end of the Late Bronze Age (Kaul
2005:43). I would like to add another aspect to this by regarding the disappearance
not only as a passive adjustment to external factors, but rather as a conscious act,
performed by different groups on different occasions. For example, there are several
rock art motifs from the West Coast of Sweden that can be dated to the pre-Roman
Iron Age while the tradition according to the same typology seems to have vanished
in the Himmelstalund-region by this time. I propose that by the conscious act
of not making (figurative) rock art anymore the Early Iron Age societies in the
Himmelstalund-region dissociated themselves from the old tradition. But the rock art
figures – or the rocks themselves – continued to be important during the Iron Age, as
shown by the reuse and revisits at many of the rock art sites. This renegotiation of the
meaning of the sites can also be viewed as a kind of dialogue with the past, probably
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understood by people during the Iron Age as a dialogue with the ancestors. In times
of cultural change in particular, places and pictures connected with the past, such
as grave fields and rock art sites, can become loaded with both positive and negative
meanings. In other words – the past can become the ‘Other’.
Conclusion
The purpose of this paper was to discuss how rock art sites and rock art figures from
the Bronze Age were used after the figurative rock art tradition had come to an end.
Excavations at a number of rock art sites have revealed several finds and features that
can be dated to periods later than the Bronze Age. I propose that this continuous use
of rock art sites during later periods can be thought of as a kind of dialogue with the
past. The outcome of this dialogue was that the rock art figures continued to hold a
meaningful, yet transformed meaning. During this process the rock art sites could
become loaded with both positive and negative connotations, and it was through this
process – or dialogue – with the pictures from the past that this altered meaning was
created. In my paper I have tried to focus on the actions taking place at the rock art
sites rather than on the symbolic meaning of the pictures themselves. I believe that
this focus on the user and the user’s actions can be a fruitful way to discuss how rock
art figures, as well as other forms of figurative material, have affected their beholders
not just in their original context but also in an extended time perspective.
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