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Abstract This paper scrutinizes three common rhetorical steps met with one proposal
each. Firstly, it is proposed that asking is telling, or, in other words: that our principles
of analyses are hidden in the forms of our questions. Secondly, it is suggested that this
way of thinking is especially evident when it comes to archaeological analyses of images
in general, and rock art research in particular. The third proposition concerns the lack of
an in-depth discussion about ‘what it means to mean something’, which has generated
collective claims of truths within the archaeology of images. This doxa is referred to
as ‘the paradigm of identification’. By taking examples from research concerning rock
art this paradigm and some of its latent assumptions are exposed.

Introduction
Images are, without a doubt, the most momentous and at the same time most
mysterious product of the human mind. Images can be made of such things as paint
or ink, but also of thoughts or expressions. By using images, we can deliver clear and
concrete messages as well as conceptualize feelings so unconscious that we can only
barely grasp their substance. When discussing images we thus try to take hold of a
phenomenon that operates as much on the outside as in the inside world. This is
because an image is able to signal and symbolize at the very same time. Pictures serve
as a means for interaction with the Other as well as for communication with the self.
In pondering images in this manner, a string of questions immediately arise. How
are images related to language? Can we achieve the same information from a picture
as from a sentence of spoken or written words? Is the meaning of an image located
inside or outside its material manifestation, and is this significance something that
has been set up by the picture’s maker, or something that has been attached to it later
on by the observer? We might also reflect upon what property an image must have in
order to represent. Should we consider the object duplicated as the image’s content,
or are meaning and motif connected to each other in a more complex manner?
Moreover, an exploration of images will connect the discussion to issues associated
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with aesthetical values. In this respect, we must decide whether we believe in the
existence of good and bad works of art, and what, in such cases, we think defines
these oppositional types.
Variants of these kinds of problems have been handled within formal logic,
philosophy and aesthetics since the days of Socrates. So much work has been done
on the epistemological aspects of images that just a brief history of research would
fill several volumes. However, this massive effort has not lead to any conclusions of a
general nature. The solutions to the problem of understanding the relation between
images and language are, for example, innumerable (for different suggestions made
by prominent scholars, see Wittgenstein 1922 § 2.161, 2.171, 4.01; Cassirer 1946:31;
Langer 1984:103ff ). As I and many others have claimed, this multivocality is certainly
not a problem. In fact, it is a necessity (Bale 2010). Theories or explanations that
cover all aspects of images as a phenomenon cannot – and should not – exist. Any
attempt to create such a string theory of aesthetics will be an effort very much in vain.
This statement might seem like a rejection of the philosophy of art, but that is not
the intention at all. I do not wish to express some kind of sophistic pessimism about
the capability of humans to understand their own creation. Nor do I claim that the
nature of images should be seen as something belonging to what Russell or Wittgenstein
would label as ‘the unspeakable’. By stressing that images are a phenomenon that
can only be questioned, never answered, I wish to point out the importance of an
articulated discussion concerning the very problems that we – as archaeologists dealing
with aesthetical features – are putting to our source material. I strongly assert that an
increased awareness of our own inquiries will lead the archaeological discussion on
images into a somewhat new direction. In this article, I would thus like to suggest
that archaeologists should put more effort into questioning their images than into trying
to answer what they represent. On the following pages I will try to communicate the
arguments that form the basis for this claim.
All right, one might think, the fuzzy approach outlined above seems frighteningly
familiar. That archaeologists should ask more than they are answering is a message
that has been preached before. In fact, producing question marks that are just leading
towards nothing was the poststructuralist’s standard solution to all archaeological
problems. This path has, thank goodness, come to an end and it would be a mistake
to reverse in our own tracks.
To keep those of you who share this opinion from stopping to read right away, I
do not declare the impossibility of achieving knowledge about the past by studying
images. When I say that asking is telling, I simply argue that we might achieve more
knowledge than we think if we abandon our ambition to find answers concerning an
image’s meaning, origin or cultural roots. In order to verify this statement, e.g. prove
the importance of well-articulated questions when it comes to the archaeological
treatment of images, I would like to start from the most basic point of departure
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thinkable. Therefore my request for more questions will have its foundation in a
definition of the very subject of examination. In short I will begin by asking; what
is a question?
Asking is telling
‘Every question is a proposition’. That is the main sentence of the first chapter in
Philosophy in a new key written by the American philosopher Susanne K. Langer.
Langer was, and still is, the doyenne of American pragmatism. As familiar with formal
logic as with the philosophy of mind, she stands out as an innovative and challenging
thinker who has not received as much attention as she rightfully deserves. Langer’s
declaration of the nature of questions can be understood as the very fundament on
which her proceeded thinking relies. Her explorations of the symbolic language – the
mechanisms of reason, rite and art – are focused on finding new ways to problematize
general semantic concepts (Binkley 1970:456; Bufford 1972:19). This will become
more evident as we return to some main strands in Langer’s thinking later on. Right
now it is nevertheless time to clarify how a question can possibly be the same thing
as a proposition.
There is no doubt that these two types of judgements may appear as different
from each other as one can possibly think. When we ask something, we expose
our incompleteness and lack of knowledge. When we make statements we, on the
contrary, prove ourselves capable of telling something about the world. In short, it
seems like a contradiction in terms that a wondering of what X is can be the same as a
declaration of X’s constitution. If we, however, follow Langer, we might see this from
a different point of view. As she puts forward, a question is a postulate because the
way in which a question is asked limits and disposes the way that every answer– right or
wrong – may be given (Langer 1984: 5). If we, for example, are asked what the central
figure on the rock painting at Flatruet (which can be seen below) is depicting, we
may answer; ‘a reindeer’, ‘an elk’, ’a mammal’, ’a dog’, or whatever else that we believe
is accurate. We might be right, we might be wrong, that is not of importance here.
What is interesting, however, is what happens if we reply something like ‘this rock
art figure does not depict anything’. In that case, we would most likely be accused of
being disrespectful or just trying to be smart. The questioner feels called to repeat her
problem. ‘How then’, she will probably ask, ‘can the rock art figure carry meaning?’
If we then counter, ‘the rock figure carries no meaning at all’, we would have caused
a serious conflict. The one that addressed us will most probably feel dismissed and
we will be suspected for making light of the question or just being unconstructive.
The reason for the questioner’s reaction is simple indeed. She will find our reply
disturbing because we do not answer, but reject, her problem. Our response destabilizes
the basic assumptions that she has taken for granted. We are challenging the idea that
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a picture always depicts something, that a definition of that ‘something’ is equal to a
declaration of the image’s content and that the motif in a picture are synonymous with
the picture’s meaning. These premises have been presumed to such a large extent that
they only find expressions in the forms of her questions. Or, as Langer herself puts it:
‘A question is really an ambiguous proposition; the answer is its determination. There
can be only a certain number of alternatives that will complete its sense. In this way
the intellectual treatment of any datum and experience and subject, is determined by
the nature of our questions, and only carried out in the answers. In philosophy this
disposition of problems is the most important thing that a school a movement or an
age contributes. This is the ‘genius’ of a great philosophy, in its light systems arises and
rule and die. Therefore a philosophy is characterized more by the formulation of its
problems than by its solutions of them.’ (Langer 1984: 4).

As Langer has shown, our question carries our principles of analyses, which imply
that our answers may express just what these principles are able to yield (Langer
1984:4). It is hoped that this clarifies why I emphasize the urgency of analysing the
main issue that has pervaded the archaeological treatment of images for a long time.
My focus is on one particular problem, a problem the majority of us consider as the
most basic, intuitive and essential of all wonders connected to aesthetical features. It
is, of course, the problem of significance – the (re)quest for meaning.
To concern ourselves with meaning is, I believe, nothing but a fundamental procedure in our engagement with aesthetical objects. As scholars in neuroscience found
out decades ago, humans comprehend his/her perceptions through categorisation
and it is thus no wonder that we, when standing in front of an image, immediately
try to figure out what this may signify (see Marr 1982; Gärdenfors 1998). We want
to classify what we see, get the hazy cluster of sensorial stimuli to make sense . I
certainly do not wish to criticise this act as such. What I do like to highlight is that
archaeologists have been treating the topic of meaning in a fairly standardized way.
We have limited our questions to the one that goes ‘what is the meaning of image
Y’ and seldom tried to answer how on earth it is possible that image Y is capable of
meaning something at all.
In our hurry to define the meaning of an image, we have forgotten the fundamental
topic of our study. We have not asked things such as how the concept of meaning
should be understood, nor how meaning is being produced, or why the very same object
alters in significance according to the situation that surrounds it. When reflections on
these matters are overlooked, we strongly limit our theoretical awareness. We ignore
the payload of symbolic theory that is attached to our question.
The consequences of this passive approach are serious. When we limit our questions
to ‘what is the meaning of image Y’, our answers will turn out very similar. The reason is
that our replies will reproduce the theoretical fundament that is needed if the question
should be considered sensible. Every answer will thus bear a particular shape, it will
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be cast in a particular frame that reproduces and legitimizes the theoretical horizon
that was established along with the question. When asking ‘what is the meaning of
image Y?’ some scholars may say z, some z1 and others z2, but no matter how different
these suggestions may look at first glance they will rely on the same basis and thus
reproduce the same proposition. For that reason I find it possible to talk about the
answers in terms of a paradigm.
Before sketching the content of this paradigm it is, however, important to verify
its existence. In order to do so or, in other words, prove that different answers to the
question of meaning reproduce the same theoretical foundation – I would like to
take an example from my own field of research, namely rock art studies. I have mainly
focused on the Stone Age rock art from northern Sweden and in particular have
studied the interpretations that have been articulated concerning the rock painting
from Flatruet, Storsjö parish, Härjedalen (Sjöstrand 2011:145). This panel contains
figures that can be given a relative date to the periods usually labelled Forsberg’s
phase II, III and IV, which indicates that the figures were made on separate occasions
many hundreds of years apart in time. To give absolute dates is very hard, not to say
impossible, but generally speaking the earliest figures on Flatruet can be dated to
around 3000 BC, and the most recent to 2000 BC (for chronological considerations
see Forsberg 1993:219-21; see also Sjöstrand 2011: 113f for further discussion).

Fig.1. The rock painting at Flatruet located in Härjedalen in north western Sweden.
Photo: Christina Thumé.
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The rock painting at Flatruet
The panel in question can be seen in Fig. 1. As we can see, the painting contains twelve
elk-figures, one clear and two less obvious anthropomorphic forms. We also have
one bear-like beast, an evocative composition, a zigzag line, and finally two creatures
resembling fish. This description is probably held to be intuitively true; in any case,
it is only partially correct. That is, if we think about it, we do not see any elks, bears
or fish at all. What we do see is innumerable dashes, dots, lines and fields of colour.
We have only related theses lines and dots to each other so that they form what we
perceive as figures, e.g. definable shapes. Then we have put these forms together so
that they constitute an ensemble that makes sense, a unity that we call a composition
(Rosengren 2006). Let us note that nebulous cognitive mechanisms stand behind
our ability to take the step from perception to cognition. Let us, moreover, label
this capacity to make elks out of patches of colour as an act of pattern recognition.
Given that we approve of a particular pattern recognition, that is, come to agree
that the image contains the figures defined in the computation above; I dare say that
a very limited number of us would be satisfied. In other words; even if we admit that
a defined cluster of lines and spots can be perceived as an elk-, human- or fish-figure,
I think most of us are still wondering how this perception should be comprehended.
We wonder how the thing described should become a thing with significance. To be
satisfied with a pure naming of what we see, e.g. saying that the figures are elks or fish,
would be the same as identifying a combination of letters in a medieval manuscript,
but then neglecting every attempt to find out the language in which the text was
written and what the words themselves signify. The majority of us would not dream
of overlooking this procedure. Thus, as we face the rock painting we want to take the
step from determining its content to interpreting what this content might indicate.
In this way, we formulate our theory of meaning.
It is hoped that this general account of our interaction with rock art clarifies why
I believe that our search for meaning is intuitive and connected to our ability to go
from perception to cognition. In order to demonstrate my main assessment - that
different answers regarding the meaning of the rock painting at Flatruet reproduce
the same latent idea about the concept of meaning itsel – we need to examine how
the rock art panel at Flatruet has been interpreted. Let us therefore take a look at
how different scholars have answered the question about the meaning of the panel.
The proposal of oldest date, and which possibly has the most supporters, is that
Flatruet illustrates an elk hunt and that the imagery was created in order to bolster
the outcome of this activity. This idea is applied to several rock art features within
northern Scandinavia, especially Nämforsen, the large area located on the cliffs within
the Ångerman River. This rock carving cluster has been interpreted as an enormous
trap since it has been suggested that the prehistoric hunters chased the animals over
the cliffs and into the streaming water (Hallström 1960). Scholars that put forward
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this theory claim that the prehistoric people ascribed to the carvings the ability to
attract the elks to the cliffs.
Another common answer to the question of the meaning of Flatruet is that the
anthropomorphs, formally interpreted as hunters, should instead be seen as depictions
of ritual specialists. This idea is also widespread within research into northern rock art,
and has often being supported by the use of anthropological analogies . The likeness
between the human figures at Nämforsen and the depicted shaman from Siberia has
been taken as a strong indication of this theory (Lindqvist 1994). Advocates for this
idea have argued that the painting at Flatruet indicates that the prehistoric societies
of northern Sweden had a social structure in which the shaman played the leading
role. The third of the most widespread suggestions is that the image depicts a tripartite
cosmos and that we see the upper, middle and lower world depicted on the panel.
The purpose of the rock art was to mediate this cosmological structure and serve as
an axis mundi that connected the different worlds (Helskog 1999; Myrholt 2010).
These three interpretations are of course schematically referred. Still, they are
fully representative examples of the three dominant lines within in rock image
research. I allude to the idea that the painting bears witness to a sympathetic hunting
magic, an existence of shamanism or altered states of consciousness or a religious
belief in a tripartite cosmos (Layton 1991). To claim that these views are separated
by waterproof bulkheads would be an exaggeration; still it is no overstatement to
say that these interpretations are often set against each other (see discussion in
Fandén 1996; or compare Goldhahn 2002:48 with Günter 2009:28). It is therefore
interesting to note that none has the power to exclude the other two. My point is
that all three interpretations are supported by the description that came out of our
pattern recognition. There is nothing in the picture that makes it impossible to see
the human figure as a depiction of a hunter, but, on the other hand, there is nothing
to contradict the idea that the very same figure should be seen as a shaman either.
None of the suggestions put forward regarding the meaning of Flatruet renders the
other interpretations false or incorrect.
Consequently, it is possible to state that the three most widely accepted interpretations deliver logically equivalent proposals on how the Flatruet rock image should be
understood. The term ‘logically equivalent’ is used to indicate the fact that the three
schools of interpretations receive their validity through the same chain of arguments.
This is because they all collect evidence for their statements of what the rock painting
means by determining its content. Those who claim that Flatruet shows an elk hunt
are making their theory valid by identifying the human figure as a depiction of a
prehistoric hunter, and those who go for the shamanistic approach recognize the
very same rock carving as a depiction of a ritual specialist. While some archaeologists
see hunters and elks at Flatruet, others see rituals and spiritual interaction. When
arguing about what a particular image means, the issue of debate is rather what the
image should be seen as a depiction of.
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Cast in the same frame – The paradigm of identification
Since the main interpretations of Flatruet are all focused on the question of meaning,
they are cast in the same frame. The frame or perspective that is being put forward
by rock art research is characterized by the assumption that an image’s meaning is
possible to discern if the observer undertakes a careful study of the motifs in a given
panel. Accordingly, meaning is comprehended as something that can be uncovered
through an act of denotation. For that reason, it is possible to talk about the answers
provided by the field of rock art research in terms of ‘a paradigm of identification’.
When it comes to the archaeological handling of images I would say that the paradigm
of identification is constantly reproduced in our interpretations. Keeping my examples
to localities from northern Sweden, it is easy to see that the debates regarding these
rock art sites have been carried out within this particular theoretical framework.
Main issues of debate have been whether the anthropomorphic figures at Nämforsen
should be seen as hunters or shamans (Lindqvist 1994:126-37), if the animals at
Glösa should be categorized as reindeers or elks (Olofsson 2004) or if the painting
in Åbosjön depicts a bestiality scene or a transformation-act between a human and a
mammal (Bolin 1999:151; Myrholt 2010:27) . In short, the search for meaning has
been mixed up with the attempt to recognize the image’s motifs. The examinations of
the prehistoric images from northernmost Scandinavia have therefore been reduced
to a constant search for the objects that once constituted their raw models.
The preoccupation with the question of how to identify a figure bears witness to
the meaning-theoretical perspective that impregnates the paradigm of identification.
What is being exposed is that meaning has often been considered something that
is synonymous with the motif of an image. An image, like a rock art panel, has
consequently been seen as a proxy for the thing it depicts. An image of an elk thus
‘means’ an elk since it makes us associate it with a real elk, as well as the elk idea. In
itself, the image is mostly an apparition, a shadow on the cave’s wall (see discussion in
Rosengren 2006 and Rosengren in press). It is the image’s ability to reflect its object
that makes its mediation of meaning possible. The philosopher Mats Rosengren has
emphasized the resemblance between this approach and Plato’s idea of Mimesis.
According to Plato, images are representatives of phenomena in so far that they are
duplicate matters of the real world (Nichols & Lyons 1982; Blinder 1989; Gebeauer
& Wulf 1995; Auerbach 1998; Bale 2010). As pointed out by Rosengren, the platonic
idea of mimesis has been established as an epistemological foundation within rock
art research. He notes that:
‘Much of the research on cave art has been devoted to determining what they represent.
Is the horse in the black theatre in Niaux the first image of a Merens pony? Are the
oblong shapes carved into the Grotte Cosquer, the flooded cave on the Mediterranean
coast, really seals? Is it a hyena or a bear that towers over what seems to be a panther
in the Grotte Chauvet?’ (Rosengren 2006: 27f, my translation).
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The quote above concerns upper Palaeolithic cave art, particularly from the valley
Dordogne, located in the south-west of France. This is not by coincidence; in fact,
several of the most important investigations on this material are permeated by the
paradigm of identification. One example is the influential article ‘The Signs of all
Times’ written by David Lewis-Williams and Thomas Dowson (1988). What is being
stressed by these scholars is that several designs typical of upper Palaeolithic cave art,
like zigzag lines, spirals or parallel lines, can be defined as so-called ‘entropic signs’.
Entropic signs are to be understood as universal sight-perceptions that come to the
subject when her experiences are made within an alternate state of consciousness. In
neurological studies, contemporary test-persons have sketched these kinds of designs
after waking up from a hallucinogenic state of mind (Lewis-Williams & Dowson
1988:202). According to Lewis Williams and Dowson the resemblance between such
drawings and cave paintings indicates that the making of rock art was connected to
trance (Fig. 2). As they are influenced by Mircea Eliade’s works, the existence of trance
in rituals is seen as a strong indication for shamanism (Eliade 1974). If Lewis-William’s
and Dowson’s argumentation is analyzed, it becomes clear that it is constructed as
an Aristotelian syllogism. What the authors are saying is that:
- Since image X (a cave painting) can be identified as image Y (an entopic sign)…
- And image Y can be identified as an expression of phenomena Z (experience during trance)…
- It is possible to state that image X can be seen as an expression of phenomenon Z.

Much can be, and has also been, said about the link between shamanism and trance.
Some scholars have pointed out that Lewis Williams and Dowson overemphasize
the use of trance within the ritual practices of rock art. Others have called attention
to the problematic aspects of understanding hallucinations during trance as pure
neurological sensations that are universally human and not situated by culture to any
extent at all (Layton 1988). These objections are interesting indeed and can be the
point of departure for a number of challenging discussions. To go further into them
here, however, would take us way too far from the line of arguments that I wish to
undertake in this article. My aim is not to argue against Lewis-William’s and Dowson’s
conclusion as such. In fact, I find it plausible that the people that made the cave art
were engaged in rituals that included hallucinations. What I would like to analyze
is rather the assumptions and axiomatic hypotheses that make up the foundation
of their theory. In particular, there is one part of Lewis-William’s and Dowson’s
syllogistic type of argumentation that I find most urgent to analyze. That is, the fact
that the authors are claiming that cave paintings are entopic signs, which in turn are
expressions of trance. Meaning and motif is thus perceived as a corresponding pair
of entities. These two instances are seen as qualities attached to the image.
To comprehend meaning as something that ‘is’, as an entity, is the most serious
consequence that has followed from the paradigm of identification. The idea that
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meaning is something that comes with a picture (rather than something that comes
out of it) makes our investigations ‘flat’. This ‘flatness’ is due to the fact that we
become incapable of examining how an image operates, and when meaning is seen
as the property of the motif, it becomes very hard to admit that two depictions of
the same phenomenon are perfectly capable of referring to different things.
When undertaking our daily rituals we are constantly engaged with examples that
confirm the delicate relation between meaning and motif. Even if we seldom reflect
upon it, we have no problem accepting that an image usually represents something
completely different from what is being depicted in it. Just to mention some cases,
a stylized apple might mean a computer, a red cabin with white corners might be
perceived as a trademark of the Swedish nation or a runestone can be a suitable
emblem for signifying archaeology as a discipline. When it comes to investigations
of aesthetical features from the past we nevertheless fail to remember this obvious
truism. Instead we are looking for the meaning of rock art panel X as if meaning
was a quality, and not a function, of the image.

Fig. 2 Lewis-Williams and Dowsons illustration of the analogy between entopic
phenomena and elements within rock art from different times and geographical
regions. Lewis-Williams & Dowson (1988:206).
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Symptom and symbol
To see meaning as a function is my suggested path towards finding new questions
for prehistoric images. Instead of asking what the picture is depicting we may
question how the picture may have operated in the culture. This approach leads to
a new way of comprehending images since it is the use of the motif, not the motif
itself, that becomes the focus. When an image’s meaning is seen as a function,
and not an entity, it also becomes possible to admit that an image that operates
in different manners refers to different things. The panel of Flatruet will thus not
merely be seen as proof of the existence of shamanism, an elk hunt, or whatever a
scholar might suggest. Instead, it will hold information about how the Stone Age
society used the elk and human motif in order to conceptualize a variety of things.
That an image is capable of serving as a means for depicting abstract concepts
is something that has been carefully studied by Langer. She has put a lot of effort
into investigating and defining the different functions of visual features in order
to understand how they operate. According to Langer, there are basically two
kinds of semantic situations which have the right to bear the prominent epithet of
meaning. She claims that any phenomenon, from words and images to sounds and
lightning flashes, is meaningful when it operates as either a symptom or a symbol. If
starting with symptoms, it is accurate to define them as indications of existence. This
existence might be present, past or yet to come, but it is always there. For example,
graffiti on a house wall functions as a symptom when it is taken as evidence of the
presence of a particular group in the neighbourhood. The tag will then function as
a visible sign for the creators, but they may no longer be occupying the place. The
graffiti tag is thus meaningful in its ability to stand as a report for a state of affairs.
But, the very same graffiti tag may also carry another, more extended significance.
This different content is of conceptual nature and is being mediated in situations
where the tag functions as a symbol. When the painting on the house wall is
ascribed a symbolic meaning it does not refer to the particular group of kids who
made it. On the contrary, it relates those kids to a cluster of other phenomena, for
example suburban life, class and race issues or sub-cultural references. An image
that functions as a symbol does not point things out as much as it pulls things
together. It does not stand as a proxy for objects, but operates as a vehicle for the
conception of objects. It is accurate to say that a tag that is perceived throughout a
symbolic screen becomes a material key to the aspects of life that are truly impossible
to depict. By using graffiti, one might picture the working class as a concept. This
example shows that nothing is a symptom or a symbol in itself.
That every phenomenon can function in both ways is the most important aspect
of Langer’s distinction between symptoms and symbols. A description of Langer’s
semantic theory deserves a separate article rather than a few sentences. Although
this account has been brief it is, however, enough to serve as a background for my
final point. What I would like to stress is that when relating Langer’s distinction
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to the scholars that have reproduced the paradigm of identification, it becomes
obvious that they have comprehended images as pure symptoms. For example, LewisWilliams and Dowson have seen the spirals and zigzags as proof of the existence of
trance. According to their interpretation, the images are emblematic expressions
of phenomena in the life world. But, no image is a symptom it can only function as
one. If we accordingly include the fact that the image that operates as a symptom for
Lewis-Williams and Dowson also has functioned as a symbol for those who once
made the painting, something will happen to the final conclusion. My point is that
even if zigzag or spiral designs really had their raw model in visions during trance
it is obvious that the authors have failed to consider that these pictures not only
reported, but also signified. Consequently, the paintings have a broader and more
complex content than the one Lewis-Williams and Dowson identify through their
analogy to entopic signs.
It is also possible that this symbolic function was a priority to the prehistoric
individuals who once carved and painted in the caves. If the Palaeolithic people were
actually reporting experiences achieved during their trance by carving or painting at
cave walls, these images would, in my opinion, be much more heterogeneous. For,
why should a person that wakes up from a hallucinogenic state just depict the initial
stage that his/her fellows will recognize and have experienced themselves? Wouldn’t it
be more interesting to tell about the individual, spectacular sights that were exclusive
for that person? I think so, but I also think that it is very likely that the individual
returning from a trance experience might have used spirals and zigzag lines in order
to conceptualize his/her experience. The tricky part, however, is that we might use
anything we like to conceptualize an object. As shown by linguists such as Fedrinand
Sassure or Emile Beneviste, the relationship between a sign and the thing signified is
by all means arbitrary (Beneviste 1995:72; Sassure 1977).
Concluding remarks
To see meaning as a quality – as something that is in the picture –
 makes it easy to
comprehend prehistoric images as evidence for the existence of the phenomena
depicted. In those cases we tend to fall into the paradigm of identification and believe
that figures that (by analogies to anthropological sources) can be recognized as a
shaman are unequivocal proof for the use of shamanism in the prehistoric society
studied (Fig. 3). In the end, we will have problems seeing the depictions of shamans
as a method of conceptualizing, and thus be in trouble when handling motifs that
come in many different executions or that have changed over time. The elk motif
in northern Sweden is a good example. Elks are found in various stylistic shapes,
and the ideal for depicting elks has thus altered over time. This variation is a strong
indication that the elk has been considered a key symbol that could be varied in order
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to mediate a row of conceptual contents (see further reasoning in Ortner 1972 and
Sjöstrand 2010; 2011).

Fig. 3 Anthropomorphic figures from north Scandinavian rock art panels are often identified as shamans. This interpretation is often justified by analogies to famous illustrations
taken from early anthropological works. This analogy is taken from Lindqvist (1994:132).

In my opinion, archaeologists must be in possession of a theoretical framework
that enables them to admit the full semiotic capacity of visual features. This ability
is, however, poorly developed in a large part of today’s rock art research. The very
basis of the problem relies in our constant request for meaning. When focusing on
finding the meaning of rock art panel X we will find ourselves caught in a mimetic
perspective that shows meaning as an entity tied to the motif. If we would like to
avoid this perspective, this paradigm of identification, we need to undertake a careful
mapping of our own ideas about meaning as a phenomenon. My own point of view
is borrowed from Langer. I comprehend meaning as a function, and believe that we
therefore must investigate how a particular image or motif has been contextualised,
varied and practiced if we should be able to say something of its past significance.
This point of departure has affected my investigations and cast them in a particular
frame. To claim that this frame should be acknowledged as the true or correct one
would be the same as falsifying everything that has been put forward in this essay.
I have no problem admitting that my entire proposition is a result of my question.
In fact, everything proclaimed is a direct result of my wish to know how an image is
able to function in different ways and, consequently, may come to mediate different
meanings. Like all scholars, my statements are the results of the problems I have chosen
to address. I hope, however, that it has become clear that this choice is something
that has been carefully made.
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