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are also diffi  cult to prove, but it has been argued that the varying depth of certain 
individual motifs in some cases was caused by them being renewed (cf. Nordbladh 
1980:11). At Hemsta there is a possible example of a boat of which a part of the 
keel has been pecked much deeper than the rest (Fig. 2b). As such, it may thus be an 
example of both re-cutting and an unfi nished project. Wahlgren has argued for the 
use of re-cuts as a narrative tool by which certain motifs of a panel can be switched 
‘on’ and ‘off ’ (2002:185, cf. Malmer 1989:10; Nordenborg Myhre 2004: ch. 6). But 
of course, re-cuts may also be interpreted from a practice-oriented perspective as a 
way to save time and eff ort. 

Fig. 2. Examples of  possible patchworks, unfi nished motifs, re-cuts and hybrids (all from 
Hemsta, outside Enköping). Top right: (2a) A boat joined with an animal (photo: F. 
Fahlander). Top left: (2b) A boat motif  showing signs of  re-cutting? (photo: F. Fahlander). 
Lower left: (2c) A possible ‘cheat’ or shortcut, using a natural groove for the hull? (Kjellén 
id: 416.2ACBHemsta). Lower right: (2d) A detached row of  crew-lines of  an unfi nished 
boat? (photo:  F. Fahlander).

Th e category of ‘unfi nished’ motifs is also interesting in the sense that they may hint 
of the sequence in which the diff erent elements were cut – especially if we can assume 
that the most important aspects also set the frames for the whole composition of a 
motif. One interesting element is the so-called crew-lines in the boat-like images. 
What the vertical lines on these particular motifs are supposed to represent has 
been debated, the most common interpretation is a crew of paddlers, but it has also 
been suggested that they refer to construction details of a catamaran or outrigger 
canoe (Elgström 1924; Kjellén & Hyenstrand 1977:64). At Hemsta there are a few 
examples of what seems to be ‘crew-lines’ without a hull or keel (Fig. 2d) as well 











107

Articulating Stone

By studying different qualities such as superimpositions, style, size, depth, alignment, 
possible hybrids as well as how the different motifs relate to each other and the 
natural rock face it is possible to identify at least three different phases of activity 
on the panel (illustrated by different colours in Fig. 6). It is, of course, a tentative 
suggestion which omits some motifs while emphasizing others. It is also important 
to note that this example by no means aspires to capture the full developments at 
the site. There is much other imagery on the same and other sites parallel to this 
particular panel. The aim is rather to emphasize how the particular – when studied 
in detail – can be revealing about more general developments.

Fig. 6. Part of  the Hemsta outcrop and the sequence of  phases coloured in red, blue 
and green (Boglösa 131). Motifs that are indeterminable with regard to the sequence 
are in grey and black indicating differences in depth (Image based on original gray-scale 
documentation by Broström, from Ling 2012:41).

The starting point for the stratigraphy is the superimposing elements. Although 
it is difficult to determine by objective means which motif overlaps the other 
(Forsberg 1993:201-2), in this case it is evident that the largest boat (blue) – as 
well as one (or two) of the smaller boats (green) beneath it – superimpose the two 
shallower pecked boats with hatched hulls (red). These latter examples are clearly 
different from the others in terms of both technique and style. Boat motifs with 
hatched hulls are scarce; there is another one a few metres away on the opposite 
side of the rock, and single examples are found in the Norrköping area (Wahlgren 
2004:163) and in Bohuslän on the west coast of Sweden (Baltzer 1881:pl49:2; 
cf. Elgström 1924:289). Considering the varying contexts in which they appear, 
hatched hulls seem not to be a chronological feature (cf. Kjellén & Hyenstrand 
1977:51ff; Burenhult 1980:52f ). The hatched boats at Hemsta also differ from 
the others in other ways: they have an unusual shape of both the ‘stern’, which is 
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almost straight with no keel or rudder extension, and the front, which culminates in 
a ‘pointy’, single extended ‘prow’. Furthermore, they are shallowly pecked in thin lines 
(perhaps they became superimposed because they were barely visible?). The prow of 
the left one also extends over the natural crack in the rock, which subsequent boats 
never do. The one farthest to the right is also conjoined with an animal figure (cf. Fig. 
2a). These examples suggest that both boats and probably the animals belong to the 
earliest phase of the panel. In fact, the diverging style together with the case of joint 
boat-animal motifs may indicate a Neolithic date (cf. Ling 2012:43). 

The next phase of petroglyphs comprises the two columns of large boats (blue). 
According to Ling’s chronology, they are of a typical Early Bronze Age style (2012:75). 
As previously mentioned, the largest boat in the right column superimposes the 
hatched ones and is thus clearly of later date. Because of their similar style, size and 
special formation in columns, the six (or more?) large boats with hammered out 
hulls are grouped together into one phase. An interesting aspect of this phase is the 
solid and distinct impression of the motifs. If anything they articulate a sense of 
domination and order compared with the other smaller and less organised boats. 
What is also striking is that they seem to cover as much area as possible within the 
frames of the natural cracks and previous petroglyphs. In fact, there is no better 
place to place them if you want to make them big and impressive. This phase also 
introduced the stacking of ships, which are a common feature at both Neolithic and 
Bronze Age rock art sites (Fahlander 2012). A few metres away on the rock there 
is a column of seven boats stacked on top of each other. It is also interesting to note 
that a number of smaller (green) boats cluster in pairs below the larger blue ones in 
what seems to be an intentional formation (cf. Coles 2000:57ff ). These boats differ 
in several respects from the blue ones and therefore constitute a third phase. Like 
the large blue boats, at least one of them superimposes a red, hatched one, and must 
thus be a later addition. That these are later than the large blue boats is evident from 
the one crammed in between two blue boats. The angle of the prow has clearly been 
adjusted in order not to interfere with the previous boats. The boats of this phase 
are generally small, of varying alignment and distinguished by the compact, almost 
square style, with a flat hull, long pointed prows and extended keels. Kjellén and 
Hyenstrand (1977:105) suggest that the extended keels and prows possibly make 
them stylistically more recent than the large blue ones, which would perhaps indicate 
a break in continuity in the use of the panel. 

A matter of size?
In addition to the three basic groups of boats there are two further distinct motifs 
that call for attention. One is the boat (light blue) between the two columns of blue 
boats, and the other is the contour-pecked boat (black) on top of the right stack. In 
the first case it is obvious that size and space are important parameters, which may 
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possibly overrule formal stylistic aspects of the motif. The available rock surface has 
large unused areas, but still many petroglyphs are crammed together, like the case 
of the green boat between the blue ones in the right column. The way its keel and 
alignment have been adjusted is one of many indications that superimposing has been 
avoided. With the exception of the shallow pecked hatched boats natural cracks in the 
rock have also generally been ‘respected’. The boat placed between the two columns 
of stacked boats (light blue) is indeed a prime example of this. It is crammed into the 
available space and the angle of the hull and alignment is clearly adjusted to maximize 
its size (best visible in Fig. 5). In this case, the slightly rounded hull is most likely due 
to the attempt to maximize the size in relation to the available area. In most other 
respects this motif is similar to the blue ships (although facing the opposite direction 
and with slightly more inward-turned prows) and is thus probably a late addition 
within the same phase. We may therefore begin to suspect that there is more to the 
seemingly random distribution of boats than first meets the eye. The way the motifs 
relate to each other, as well as their size and place on the rock, seems typically more 
important than the style and shape of its elements.

The contour-pecked boat (black) on top of the right column may support this 
impression. It is a confusing example since it in one way so clearly relates to the other 
blue boats, yet is still of a different style. At other sites, like Nämforsen, contour-peck-
ing is generally regarded as a chronological trait (Forsgren 1993:224), but in this 
context, this type of boat is placed in the same period (I) as the large (blue) boats with 
hammered-out hulls (Ling 2012:75). It may be tempting to cluster this boat with the 
other contour-pecked boats (grey) on the left of the panel. They are probably older 
than both the blue and the green ones because they seem to be superimposed by the 
larger ones. The one on top of the column is, however, clearly a different type in style, 
depth and size and in terms of craft and energy investment, which altogether suggests 
that the style of the hull is not primarily a chronological aspect here. One explanation 
may be that it is in fact a half-finished motif, i.e. that the hull was hammered-out as a 
late stage in a process. However, considered together, the two boats are actually likely 
to be part of the basic idea of stacking boat motifs on top of each other. However, in 
the case of the left one, there simply is not any room to fit it on top of the other three. 
There are two further aspects to consider here: the first is the difference in size from 
the largest at the bottom to the smallest on the top. In the case of the right column 
this may be due to the available area between the cracks in the rock, but this is not 
the case of the left column. There are few clues for us to understand why they differ 
in size in this manner, but the formation suggests that the sequence begins with the 
largest boats at the bottom. In the case of the left column, the final number of ships 
does not seem to have been taken into account. This interpretation is also consistent 
with similar concerns and adjustments made at other sites with stacked boats, such 
as Boglösa 73:1, situated a few kilometres north of Hemsta.
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Relating or representing? 
It would probably be a mistake to completely dismiss the importance of style when 
relating the different motifs to each other. Style and form are certainly chronological 
variables to some extent, but the point I wish to make is that we need to consider 
other aspects as well. Aside from what the boat-motifs are supposed to represent 
(emblemic— assertive style, or real — ideal construction details), the materiality of 
the rock itself indicates that there is indeed a ritual dimension of the practice. For 
instance, if we set aside the asymmetrical ontology in which the human and material 
are separated, we may consider the prospect of a relational ontology in which certain 
materialities (objects, animals, images etc.) may be ‘animated’ and charged with 
certain powers (Ingold 2006; Hill 2010). Perhaps it is possible to ’trap’ something 
within an image; by producing it you have captured, imprinted, and appropriated 
something (cf. Burenhult 1980:92)? Such a hypothesis is supported by what seems 
to be an ‘untouchable’ status of the boat motifs. For instance, the boat motifs at 
Hemsta (except for the red) are adjusted to the natural cracks and fissures in the 
rock in order to be ‘intact’. From a ritual perspective this makes sense since a votive 
offering is generally a communicative ritual, performed in order to establish a durable 
relationship between the individual and the deity (Pinch & Waraksa 2009; Teske 
1980:112). The materiality of the rock offers both a suitable resistance (representing 
the offering) as well as a promise of durability. Such an aspect is also sustained by the 
study of the boat motifs at Hemsta, which seem to seek an ultimate impact (size and 
quantity) without interfering with previous ‘sacrifices’.

But, of course, arguments can be made for both a ritual interpretation and a social 
one. The superimposition of the hatched boats, for instance, must be regarded as an 
intentional iconoclash. The dominant impression of the large boats ‘takes over‘ the 
surface in a way that suggests a competitive scenario in which some previous petroglyphs 
are erased or ‘killed’ (cf. the animal at the Frölunda panel). This suggests that ritual 
and social aspects of petroglyphing are intertwined and perhaps even inseparable. It 
does not necessarily imply that the carvings are ‘a bit of both’. Rather, they articulate 
more of one than the other according to fluctuating local circumstances. 

Bruno Latour has argued that images often produce interesting social effects the 
moment when they transgress the division between representation and reality (2002; 
Weibel & Latour 2007). The complex variations of the Hemsta panel may thus be 
an example of both ritual and social competition that over time have unforeseen 
consequences in each field. For instance, what happens when a ritual communication 
is ‘intercepted’ by others – perhaps without the knowledge of its original intentions? 
Like archaeologists of today, different communities of the past might have tried to 
interpret, ‘crack the code’, imitate, but also attempt to cover up or destroy the imagery 
of the Other. It is easy to imagine a fluctuating relationship between the ritual and 
social articulation over time between different groups. 
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The stacking of boats in the Hemsta example is consistent with such a scenario in 
the way that they ‘lock’ the area and prevented new additions from being made. This 
aggressive tendency is not present at all in the next phase, when smaller (green) motifs 
are added to the previous scene (cf. Coles 2000:63). In a way they give the impression 
of relating to the previous large motifs  similar to the way in which secondary burials 
were sometimes added to prominent grave mounds. 

We may thus begin to see the contours of a social background to the displacements 
of the petroglyphs at Hemsta. It is easy to picture how different ‘communities of 
practice’ in the flux between Neolithic and Bronze Age lifestyles aggregated at the 
shallow cove for a variety of reasons. It would not be surprising if such a state of 
hybridity was to some extent articulated on the rock panels (Fahlander 2012). The 
materiality of the rock, its permanence and hard but durable medium, certainly play 
a significant role in such a process.

Conclusion: Displacements in material enunciation
The imagery of the Other is always tricky to handle because it often ‘talks back’ to 
us in quite a direct manner, sometimes even surpassing the rhetorical power of the 
written text (cf. Berger 1972). This is certainly the case of the south Scandinavian 
Bronze Age petroglyphs, which have spawned a wide range of more or less plausible 
ideas as to their inherent meaning and symbolic content. In this text I have tried 
to bypass the fallacies of the traditional iconological and interpretative approaches 
and have instead explored the material and practical aspects of petroglyphing from a 
non-representational perspective. By studying the petroglyphs as material articulations 
we may be able to discuss the social circumstances in which they were crafted, leaving  
to one side the problem of what they may represent or depict. Images are tricky in 
this way because it is often too easy to let the apparent content of an image direct the 
way a particular articulation is understood. For instance, the number of ‘antagonistic’ 
scenes (e.g. ‘armed’ or ‘phallic’ human figures) occur much less frequently in the 
Enköping area than on the Swedish west coast (Wessman 2010:105). Looking at the 
figurative and narrative dimensions of the Upplandic petroglyphs it is thus easy to 
get the impression that it was a less conflict-ridden area. However, the iconoclash of 
the panel at Hemsta and other localities in the vicinity with similar arrangements of 
boat stacks (e.g. Boglösa 73:1) suggests the opposite. This is but one example of how a 
focus on the materiality of the image tells a  story that is different from iconographical 
and representational approaches. Viewing the development of the Hemsta panel as 
a series of material articulations allows us to discuss both ritual and social aspects as 
interwoven in the practice while simultaneously avoiding some of the dichotomist 
thinking in rock art research. 
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The non-representational approach applied here also seeks to ‘unpack’ the south 
Scandinavian tradition from the Bronze Age ‘black-box’ by focusing on relationality 
before context. It also hints at a much more heterogeneous and hybrid background  – at 
least in the earliest phase – which may not necessarily need be related to a continental 
Bronze Age culture alone, but also includes aspects of the so-called northern tradition 
of petroglyphs.  Instead of approaching the petroglyphs from Enköping as a Bronze 
Age cultural expression, they seem upon closer examination to be a much more 
complex phenomena articulating a rather unstable and changing social situation in 
which different individuals and groups are involved (Fahlander 2012; cf. Sognnes 
2001:125).  Such an approach allows for a wider perspective in which the local is 
seen in relation to the regional rather than being parts of a whole. 
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