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Introduction
The hunter-gatherer rock art of Northern 
Europe is heavily focused on animal depic-
tions. Of all the animal species represented 
in the imagery, the single most important is 
undoubtedly the Eurasian elk (Alces alces). 
This animal was depicted in rock art across 

the Fennoscandian Peninsula at widely 
different locations throughout the Stone 
Age. According to a “careful estimate” 
by Gjerde (2010:176), the hunter-gatherer 
rock art of northern Fennoscandia consists 
of more than 300 individual sites (Fig. 1). 

The elk
in Northern European rock art

Ville Mantere

Figure 1. Map of hunter-gatherer rock art sites in Northern Europe. Further sites, both with and 
without elk figures, have been discovered in recent years. Map from Gjerde 2010, p. 178.
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At least half of these sites are likely to 
comprise depictions of elk. Even if other 
animals are in some places more common, 
the overall number, and the geographical 
distribution of rock art sites with elk depic-
tions in Northern Europe is striking (Gjerde 
2018:213).

Elk figures are numerous and clearly sig-
nificant at most of the largest concentra-
tions of rock art in Northern Europe: Alta 
(Helskog 1988) in Norway, Nämforsen 
(Hallström 1960) in Sweden, and Onega 
(Ravdonikas 1936), Vyg (Ravdonikas 1938), 
and Kanozero (Kolpakov & Shumkin 2012) in 
northwestern Russia. In addition, the elk is a 
remarkably common and widespread motif 
at myriad smaller rock art sites in Norway 
(Lødøen & Mandt 2010), Sweden (Bolin 
2000), and Finland (Luukkonen 2021). It 
should be noted, however, that notable dif-
ferences exist within this vast region as re-
gards the number and prevalence of elk de-
pictions rendered at individual sites. While 
some rock art sites consist of elk figures 
only, at other sites the depictions of elk 
merely represent a small proportion of all 
figures and motifs (e.g. Mantere 2023, table 
4). In total, there probably exists around 
3000 elk depictions in the rock art of 
Northern Europe. These consist of ground 
(polished), carved (pecked), and painted fig-
ures, and thus represent all the three main 
techniques of rock art encountered within 
this area (Hesjedal 1994:1; Gjerde 2010:13).

The purpose of this article is to give a brief 
general overview of elk figures in Northern 
European rock art by means of some il-
lustrative examples of rock art sites with 
depictions of elk. In order to present an 
overview as comprehensive as possible, I 
have chosen sites that not only derive from 
different geographical and topographical 
regions, but also represent different time 
periods, techniques, and various-sized rock 
art locations. I will begin by examining elk 
figures in rock art from a chronological per-
spective and end by shortly discussing the 
overall meaning and function of elk figures 
in Northern European rock art.

Early Mesolithic elk figures
Even though a handful of Upper Palaeolithic 
elk depictions are known from the cave art 
of Western Europe (Braun 2020) and the 
open-air rock art of northern Italy (Sigari & 
Fossati 2023), the elk motif in prehistoric 
rock art is first and foremost linked to the 
northern parts of Europe. In this area, the 
earliest elk depictions, and the very old-
est signs of rock art also more generally, 
are found in the Ofoten region in Northern 
Norway. Here, the oldest rock art tradition 
consists of images made by polishing (e.g. 
Hallström 1909:140-148; Gjessing 1932:11–
24; Hesjedal 1996:30–32; Gjerde 2010:183–
197). While it is impossible to determine the 
exact age of these images, it has been esti-
mated, based on shoreline chronology, that 
they date roughly to around 9250–7500 BC, 
that is, the Early Mesolithic period (see Hes-
jedal 1992:31; Gjerde 2010:196).

There are only seven known sites with pol-
ished rock art, all located within a relatively 
restricted area along the coast of central 
Nordland (Lødøen 2010a:69–70). Five of 
these sites contain images depicting elk 
(Mantere 2023, fig. 27). This indicates that 
the elk was an important animal already for 
the first rock artists in the north, who set-
tled the area shortly after the withdrawal 
of the ice sheet (cf. Gjerde 2010:189). Alto-
gether, the polished rock art sites include 
around one hundred distinguishable figures. 
However, the figures are often considerable 
in size, badly preserved, incomplete and/
or superimposed, making the calculation 
and interpretation of single images difficult 
(Hesjedal 1992:41–43). 

In total, the polished rock art of central 
Nordland comprises 17 more or less recog-
nizable elk depictions (Mantere 2023:117). 
Apart from elks, the rock art motifs consist 
of other large-sized animals, such as rein-
deer, whales, and bears (Hesjedal 1992:41). 
The figures are characterized by their rela-
tive naturalism and their outline style of 
depiction, only displaying the contours of 
these animals (Fig. 2).
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Until recently, animal images were believed 
to constitute the only motifs in polished 
rock art (Lødøen 2010a:69). However, two 
newly discovered boat figures at the rock 
art site of Valle by Efjord challenge this 
view. These probably also represent the 
oldest boat depictions in the world (Gjerde 
2021). Together with the shorebound loca-
tion of the polished rock art sites, and the 
notable size of polished figures, the boat 
depictions support the idea presented 
earlier by Gjerde (2010:189,198) that the 
polished rock art was made to be seen from 
a distance, by people traveling at sea (see 
also Lødøen 2010a:69,83).

In one way or another, the polished rock 
art obviously relates to the human-animal 
relationships of the hunter-fisher-gatherer 
groups that created these images. For com-
munities that lived off the land, gaining suc-
cess in the hunt, and maintaining favourable 
relationships with the local prey animals, 
must always have been crucial tasks (cf. 
Gjerde 2010:425; Günther 2010:99–100). 
It is hence reasonable to assume that, al-
ready in prehistoric times, these factors 
were sought to be protected by all possible 
means. While the production of eye-catch-
ing animal figures on coastal rocks could, in 
theory, have been a way to make the land-
scape more familiar to the own community 

(cf. Gjerde 2010:198), it seems more prob-
able to me that the images were primarily 
addressed to other hunter-gatherer groups, 
as suggested by the large size and the 
shorebound location of the figures (Mantere 
2023:120). By means of the polished im-
ages, the rock artists were able to inform 
foreign groups from afar that these had en-
tered an occupied area (cf. Hood 1988:77; 
Sognnes 2002:202; Norder 2003). The large 
figures are thus, I would argue, understand-
able as territorial markers. Essentially, they 
conveyed the message that the inhabitants 
in the area had developed a functioning 
relationship to its key local resources that 
they wanted to protect.

However, since the polished rock art motifs 
predominantly consist of depictions of elks 
and other animals, it seems conceivable 
that these were, at least to some degree, 
also aimed at the depicted animals them-
selves (cf. Günther 2022:127–135). Ulti-
mately, the animal figures were expressions 
of respect towards the local animals and, 
especially, the special relationship that was 
believed to exist between them and the 
rock art makers (Mantere 2023:120–121). 
The overall absence of human figures and 
hunting scenes from the polished rock art 
imagery strongly indicates that elks, as well 

Figure 2. The pol-
ished elk figure at 
Vågan (Skjerstafjord) 
in central Nordland, 
northern Norway, 
measures more 
than three metres in 
length. Photo: Ville 
Mantere.
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as other animals, were valued, and not con-
sidered subordinate to humans.

Mid-Mesolithic elk figures –  
do they exist?
As intriguing as the polished elk figures are, 
it is impossible to draw any far-reaching 
conclusions based on these Early Mesolithic 
images, since they stem from a few indi-
vidual sites only. Furthermore, in the chro-
nology of northern hunter-gatherer rock art 
there exists a considerable gap of approxi-
mately 1500 years, between circa 7500 and 
6000 BC, without any certain depictions of 
elk whatsoever (cf. Fuglestvedt 2018:44). 
As Sognnes (2003:195–200) and Gjerde 
(2010:386–391) have noted, however, the 
Norwegian rock carving sites of Bardal 3 
(Gjessing 1936) and Skavberget 1–2 (Simon-
sen 1958), and the rock paintings at Møl-

nargården (Sognnes 2003) and Gjølga (Gjes-
sing 1936), could potentially date to this 
period based on their elevation. All of these 
sites include depictions of elk, but since 
it is unclear whether the locations were 
originally shorebound, their dating remains 
uncertain. Likewise, while the elk carvings 
at Gärde in Sweden (Hallström 1960) can-
not be reliably dated on the basis of their 
elevation, they have been thought to stem 
from the Mesolithic period because of their 
similarities in style and size to the polished 
rock art figures (see Forsberg 2000:68–69). 
Consequently, for the time being, it is not 
possible to uninterruptedly follow the elk 
motif in northern rock art in a chronologi-
cal manner. That said, the lack of confirmed 
Mid-Mesolithic sites is likely to be mostly 
explicable by preservation causes, and it 
seems probable that elk figures were pro-
duced during this period also.

Figure 3. Polished rock art figures depicting elks and other animals at Leiknes (Tysfjord) in central 
Nordland, northern Norway. The figures must have stood clearly out from the dark rock when 
they were produced. In addition, the sea level was around 40–50 metres higher when the figures 
were made, and so the images must have been well visible from the sea (Gjerde 2010:191–196). 
Photo: Ville Mantere.
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Late Mesolithic elk figures
During the 6th millennium BC, elk figures 
re-emerge in northern rock art, but they 
now consist of pecked carvings in particular 
(e.g. Mikkelsen 1977; Glørstad 2010). The 
Late Mesolithic elk depictions differ from 
the earlier polished figures not only in their 
technique, but also in their size, style, and 
location (e.g. Mikkelsen 1977). The carved 
elk figures are – with a few notable excep-
tions (Fig. 4) – smaller than the polished im-
ages, often more or less stylized depictions, 
and made both at coastal and inland loca-
tions (e.g. Lødøen 2010b). Perhaps most 
importantly, a new distinctive trait that 
separates the Late Mesolithic carved (elk) 
figures from those made by polishing is the 
manner of depicting the elk bodies with dif-
ferent kinds of inner designs (Fig. 4, 5).

The origins and meanings of inner designs 
have been discussed by several scholars, 
but it is obvious that the markings only 
partially correspond to the internal struc-
ture and organs of elk (see Fuglestvedt 
2018:183–190). It is also noteworthy that 
the inner designs always seem to differ 
from each other. This could indicate that 
one of their purposes was to underline dif-
ferences between elk individuals (cf. Skand-
fer 2020:119). Most probably, prehistoric 

hunters – like later elk hunters – paid close 
attention to, and kept track of, the indi-
vidual elks that lived in their environment 
(cf. Feit 1973:120–122; Nelson 1973:90–92). 
It thus seems likely that the rock artists 
used inner designs for identifying and per-
sonalizing elks that they encountered in the 
wild, and which they wanted to reproduce 
and exist within their landscape (Mantere 
2023:133,246).

What further speaks in favour of the close 
link between elk depictions and the local 
elk populations is the fact that many rock 
carving sites are located at places, which 
elks still today prefer as their habitats (Fig. 
5, 6). In eastern Norway, for instance, where 
the elk is by far the most common motif in 
carved Late Mesolithic rock art, there ex-
ists plenty of information indicating that 
the carving sites are located along migra-
tion routes used by elks (see Mikkelsen 
1977:190,193; 1986:128–133). Again, this 
appears fully logical, for places which elks 
favoured must have been highly significant 
locations for the rock artists themselves as 
well.

A key feature associated with the Late Mes-
olithic rock art in Northern Europe is the no-
table change that occurs around 5500–5000 

Figure 4. The Åskollen elk figure in Drammen, 
eastern Norway, is dated to the 6th millennium 
BC (Glørstad 2010:221). It is of large size and 
located near the coast like the polished elk 
figures, but unlike the former, it exhibits vari-
ous inner markings. Processed photo: Ville 
Mantere.

Figure 5. Late Mesolithic elk depictions at 
Møllerstufossen in Nordsinni, eastern Norway. 
The elk figures have various kinds of inner 
markings, which seem to underline differences 
between elk individuals. It is noteworthy that 
local elks prefer to reside by the carvings still 
today (Mikkelsen 1986:130). Processed photo: 
Ville Mantere.
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BC, and which Gjerde (2010) has called the 
“rock art explosion”. This change is discern-
ible in many ways. The first rock paintings 
appear, the rock art imagery becomes sig-
nificantly more diverse in terms of motifs, 
there is a clear increase in the number of 
sites, and the first large concentrations of 
petroglyphs emerge (Gjerde 2010:394–401). 
As for the elk motif, the changes that take 
place around this time are likewise remark-
able. Depictions of elk hunting, as well as 
other kinds of scenes illustrating interaction 

between elks and humans (and other mo-
tifs) begin to be portrayed on rocks as a re-
sult of the “rock art explosion” – especially 
at the large rock art centres (e.g. Helskog 
2014:68–73; Kolpakov 2020). The special 
position of the elk is also manifested in two 
new kinds of motifs that relate to this ani-
mal: the elk-headed staffs and boats (e.g. 
Hallström 1960). These motifs both seem to 
have had physical paragons and are linked 
first and foremost to the large rock art 
concentrations (Mantere & Kashina 2020; 

Figure 6. The rock 
carvings at Drotten 
in Fåberg, eastern 
Norway, depict elks 
heading rightwards. 
The carvings are 
located by the Lå-
gen River at a place 
where elks possibly 
were hunted (Gjess-
ing 1944:104). Pho-
tos: Ville Mantere.

Figure 7. The larg-
est concentration 
of elk depictions in 
northern rock art is 
found at Nämforsen 
in northern Swe-
den, where around 
900 depictions of 
elk have been rec-
ognized (Gjerde 
2015:75). Images of 
elk-headed boats 
and staffs are also 
depicted adjacent to 
elk figures at Näm-
forsen. Processed 
photo: Ville Mantere. 
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Mantere 2023:234–236). At these sites, the 
elk-headed staffs and boats are found in 
various kinds of compositions that occasion-
ally involve elk figures also (Fig. 7, 8).

The large rock carving concentrations with 
thousands of petroglyphs in all probability 
served a different purpose than the major-
ity of rock art sites, which typically only 
include a handful of figures (cf. Sognnes 
2002). Apart from being associated with a 
similar imagery, the large rock art centres 
display a long continuity of rock art produc-
tion and are often connected to human 
(long-term) settlements (e.g. Gjerde 2010). 
Scholars have therefore long favoured the 
idea that people from different regions 
gathered at the large rock art sites (e.g. 
Hallström 1960:317; Meinander 1979:91; 
Hood 1988:79; Gjerde 2010:48). While I am 
disposed to associate the “ordinary” rock 

art sites and their elk figures with the local 
environment – and the aspiration of main-
taining beneficious relationships with its key 
resources – it is also in my view probable 
that the large rock art concentrations, in 
turn, served primarily as meeting places for 
hunter-gatherer groups (Mantere 2023:179). 

Whilst the underlying motivations for the 
meetings that conceivably took place at the 
rock art centres could have been manifold, 
it is reasonable to assume that these in 
some way involved the sharing of hunting 
knowledge (cf. Skandfer 2020:125). Moreo-
ver, for northern hunter-gatherer groups, 
the elk was generally a central quarry (Man-
tere 2023). Thus, the prevalence of elk fig-
ures at the large rock art sites is essentially 
understandable as a result of exchanging in-
formation concerning this particular animal 
and its hunting. This, of course, does not 

Figure 8. The largest concentration of northern hunter-gatherer rock art is found in Alta, north-
ernmost Norway. Even if reindeer is the most common animal depicted in Alta, elks clearly had a 
special importance for the rock carvers as well (Helskog 2014). Narrative compositions involving 
elks, elk-head boats and elk-head staffs are found in many large rock art panels in Alta, such as 
Bergbukten 4B at Hjemmeluft. Processed photo: Ville Mantere. 
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exclude any additional connotations that 
may have been ascribed to the elk. After all, 
in indigenous hunter-gatherer societies, a 
separation between the ritual and the secu-
lar does in general not exist (Brück 1999).

Neolithic elk figures  
and the end of elk symbolism
The elk is a common motif in Mesolithic 
rock art, but most of the rock art sites in 
Northern Europe that include depictions 
of this animal are likely to stem from the 
Neolithic period. While elks continued to be 
portrayed in numbers at the large concen-
trations of rock art, the elk’s key position 
during the Neolithic period is particularly 
manifest in the “ordinary” inland rock art 
sites, which now include pecked carvings 
and, especially, red ochre paintings (Fig. 9).

In Finland, for example, the prehistoric rock 
art consists only of rock paintings, which are 
found at more than one hundred individual 
sites (Luukkonen 2021). Whilst the earliest 
figures probably date to the end of the 

Figure 9. A painted elk figure at Uittamonsalmi 
in Ristiina (Mikkeli), southeastern Finland. Pro-
cessed photo: Ville Mantere.

Figure 10. The rock painting site of Haukkavuori in Kotojärvi, Iitti, southern Finland, is a typical 
Finnish rock art site. The paintings (an anthropomorph, at least one elk figure, and horizontal 
lines) are found on an impressive cliff that rises from the water and produces a conspicuous echo. 
Elk bones from the Early Metal Period were found in the lake bottom in front of the painting cliff 
(see Lahelma 2020). Photo: Ville Mantere.
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Mesolithic period, most of the Finnish rock 
art is attributed to the Neolithic period (e.g. 
Seitsonen 2005; Lahelma 2008). The 233 
known depictions of cervids (mostly elk) in 
Finnish rock art make up 29 % of the im-
agery, being only slightly less prevalent than 
the anthropomorphic figures (267, or 33 %) 
that form the largest category (Luukkonen 
2021:18–19). Just as the aforementioned 
rock art sites found in central Nordland and 
eastern Norway, the Finnish rock painting 
locations, too, have an evident connection 
to water (Fig. 10). However, the Finnish 
localities are not associated with coastal or 
fast-moving waters, but with lakesides, and 
important water routes in particular (e.g. 
Kivikäs 2010:165).

It is noteworthy that water routes in the 
north were not only important during the 
open water season but were crucial in win-
tertime as well (cf. Gjerde 2010:99,412). 
Thus, the fact that rock paintings were pro-
duced along such routes made them cen-
trally located year-round. In addition, the 
Finnish rock paintings are frequently found 
on impressive cliffs that rise from the water, 
and which often have an anthropomorphic 
shape and/or special acoustic qualities (e.g. 
Lahelma 2008). In other words, the rock art 
locations were attention-grabbing, and this 
seems to provide a key for understanding 
their function (e.g. Poutiainen 2010:46). In-
deed, whereas the polished figures caught 
the attention of the observer to the rock 
art by means of their exceptional size, in 
lakeside Finland the considered placement 
and the extraordinary surroundings of the 
painted figures served this purpose.

To put it differently, it seems that in central 
Nordland and Finland, rock art was pro-
duced first and foremost with the intention 
that it would be noticed by humans travel-
ling by water. Myriads of rock art locations 
across Northern Europe give a similar 
impression, and it is hence reasonable to 
assume that elk figures and other motifs 
were frequently depicted on rocks with the 
aim of conveying information (cf. Lødøen 
2010b:296). Had this not been their primary 
purpose, the sites would in all likelihood not 

be so repetitiously associated with water 
and visibility – though the water connection 
may well have been linked to spiritual be-
liefs as well (Bolin 2000). As for the detailed 
connotations that were communicated 
through rock art, we can only make assump-
tions, but as stated above, I am inclined to 
believe that, ultimately, petroglyph sites 
signalled human presence within a region. 
The natural question that then follows is 
why the rock artists considered it important 
to safeguard territories within the land-
scape in the first place? It is herein, I would 
contend, that the fundamental meaning 
of depicting elk figures lies, because the 
evident answer is that it was the natural re-
sources within a region that made the area 
worth protecting.

To be sure, the elk hardly developed into a 
central rock art motif by chance. The con-
cern for access to this significant and ver-
satile, but at the same time challenging re-
source was probably more or less constant 
for hunting communities, and most likely 
also the factor that ultimately explains the 
supremacy of the elk motif in rock art (cf. 
Ramqvist 1992:32). Regardless of when, or 
by which group members, depictions of this 
animal were produced, we can be relatively 
certain that the rock artists wanted hunt-
able elks to exist within their landscape. Se-
curing hunting, on the one hand, and guar-
anteeing the regeneration of slain animals, 
on the other, are highly central themes for 
northern hunting communities at large (e.g. 
Paulson 1968; Günther 2010:99–100; Herva 
& Lahelma 2019:72–73). Most probably, 
these were hence regarded as tasks that 
required concrete actions also by the Stone 
Age hunters that stood for the elk-centred 
rock art.

In this light, however, the scarcity of actual 
elk hunting scenes in northern rock art may 
appear strange, since evident depictions 
of hunting or killing elks are mainly limited 
to the few large petroglyph centres (Fig. 
11). Even at these locations, elk hunting 
scenes are quite rare (Kolpakov 2020:196). 
At Kanozero, for example, there are three 
times as many depictions of whaling as of 
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elk hunting (Kolpakov & 
Shumkin 2012:319–325; 
Likhachev 2021; 2023). 
However, based on human-
animal relations in later 
hunter-gatherer communi-
ties, it seems reasonable 
to assume that prehistoric 
human-elk relationships 
were in general not based 
on control and domination 
but rather were deep and 
multidimensional in essence 
(cf. Günther 2009:26). 
Presumably, Stone Age 
hunters could even see 
elks not only as representa-
tives of their species, but 
as independent individuals 
or “persons”, with whom 
it was possible to com-
municate in a reciprocal 
manner (cf. Willerslev 2007). 
Furthermore, considering 
that feelings of guilt and 
grief associated with killing 
animals are, at least to some 
extent, universal elements 
among indigenous hunter-
gatherer peoples (e.g. Ser-
pell 1986:143–170), we can 
perhaps better understand 
why hunting and killing of 
elks was so rarely depicted 
on rocks.

Accordingly, the fact that 
human and elk figures were 
depicted together in rock 
art in other-than-hunting 
scenes does not imply that 
people would not have 
been interested in the elk 
as a quarry. Indeed, I would 
argue that the opposite 
was the case. Maintaining a beneficial re-
lationship to this majestic animal was so 
important that – across a vast geographical 
region and throughout a multimillennial 
timespan – people considered it necessary 
to express their dependence of, and re-

Figure 11. Depiction of an anthropomorph aiming an elk with a 
bow at Ole Pedersen 9 in Alta, northernmost Norway. Photo: Ville 
Mantere.

Figure 12. The main rock painting panel at Astuvansalmi in Ristiina 
(Mikkeli), southeastern Finland, is one of the largest rock painting 
panels in Northern Europe. It consists of numerous human and 
elk figures that are seemingly related to each another. Processed 
photo: Ville Mantere.

spect for, the elk by means of rock art (Fig. 
12).

However, in the Late Neolithic–Early Bronze 
Age transition, around 1600–1400 BC, an-
other significant “rock art boom” with far-
reaching implications seemingly took place 
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in Northern Europe (Goldhahn 2018:60–63). 
This change is noticeable in a new type of 
rock art that was now linked to agricultural 
groups. Earlier motifs that for millennia had 
encompassed a key role in northern hunter-
gatherer rock art – amongst them the elk 
– became replaced with a novel imagery 
that was related to cosmologies centred 
around the sun, as well as maritime and 
martial elements (Goldhahn 2018:63–64). By 
the emergence of the Early Bronze Age, the 
elk-headed staffs and boats, for instance, 
seem to have been substituted, at least 
partly, by images of axes and spears, and 
horse-headed boats, respectively (see e.g. 
Hallström 1960:313–314; Baudou 1992:88–
91; Westerdahl 2011:296). The changes as-
sociated with the “rock art boom” were not 
only relatively rapid and fundamental, but 
also final, because it seems that, generally 
speaking, depictions of elk were no longer 
produced in the rock art of Northern Eu-
rope after the Early Bronze Age.

Discussion and concluding remarks
The elk was represented in Northern Euro-
pean rock art for several millennia. While 
there are notable differences in the appear-
ance of elk figures even within single sites, 
such as in Alta (e.g. Helskog 2014; Günther 
2022), regional styles of depicting the elk 
are also evident (Sognnes 2007). Some re-
curring features can still be observed across 
large areas. In northern rock art, the elk is, 
as a rule, depicted in profile, and with both 
ears clearly separated from each other (Fig. 
13). Resemblances like these indicate that 
rock artists were influenced not only by 
each other, but also by the images made 
by previous generations (e.g. Sjöstrand 
2011:105–109; Janik 2008:101–102). This 
naturally places restrictions on the use of 
stylistic features for determining the age 
of elk depictions in rock art (see Helskog 
1989). For instance, the inner designs that 
were introduced during the Late Meso-
lithic period continued to be depicted on 
elk figures throughout the Stone Age. A 
Late Neolithic rock art site that exemplifies 
this is Norrfors in Sweden (Ramqvist et al. 
1985), where the carvings can rather ac-

curately be dated to the period 2100–2000 
BC (Ramqvist 1988:46). The elks at Norrfors 
have lifelines and other inner designs that 
in many ways resemble those depicted on 
Late Mesolithic elk figures (Figure 14).

Figure 13. A pecked elk depiction at Bergbuk-
ten 4A in Alta, northernmost Norway. In north-
ern rock art the hoofs of elks are occasionally 
depicted in an overstated manner, which could 
indicate that these were associated with a spe-
cial meaning. Photo: Ville Mantere.

Figure 14. The rock carvings at Norrfors by the 
Ume River in northern Sweden have different 
kinds of inner designs. Processed photo: Ville 
Mantere.

Perhaps the clearest common denominator 
for the elk images in northern rock art is the 
fact that the vast majority of them depict 
antlerless elks in particular (e.g. Günther 
2010). This trait is both chronologically and 
geographically widespread, and observable 
in polished, carved, as well as painted rep-
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resentations of the elk motif. To complicate 
matters, however, antlered elks are not 
completely lacking from the rock art im-
agery but are represented here and there, 
although in significantly lesser numbers 
(Fig. 15). Thus, the elks in Northern Euro-
pean rock art do not exclusively depict fe-
male elks or calves (Fig. 16), nor bulls, which 
shed their antlers in the winter. In addition, 
there is reason to believe that the depic-
tions of elk bulls with antlers could, despite 
their scarcity, play an important role for the 
creators of rock art. For example, Mikkelsen 
(1986:137,140) noted that in eastern Nor-
wegian rock art, male elks are usually the 
largest motifs, and they are often carved 
with deeper lines than other figures.

A feasible explanation for the disproportion 
between antlered and antlerless elk depic-
tions may lie in the elk’s natural reproduc-
tive strategy, in which only a small number 
of males account for the impregnation 
of elk cows (see Mantere 2023:242–248). 
Even this explanation has its weaknesses, 
however, because antlered elks are in some 
areas completely absent from the rock art 
(e.g. Kolpakov & Shumkin 2012:299). Yet, 
since the striking emphasis on antlerless 
elks is evident in Siberian rock art as well as 
in various elk-shaped artefacts from the bo-
real forest zone (e.g. Martynov 1991:30–32; 
Günther 2010; Mantere 2023), it seems 
most probable that such representations in 
most cases depict female elks rather than 
calves or bulls. This, again, appears per-

fectly sensible, for it was the elk cow that 
generated new life by giving birth to new 
elk individuals, and thereby, in a way, made 
life possible for human populations living 
off this animal (cf. Helskog 2014:136).

While it is impossible to give totally exhaus-
tive explanations for the elk depictions in 
Northern European hunter-gatherer rock 
art, the best way to approach their meaning 
is undoubtedly to focus on the subject of 
these representations. The elk was of ex-
traordinary importance as a quarry in large 
parts of the northern coniferous forest zone 
for thousands of years (e.g. Vereschagin 
& Rusakov 1979; Ekman & Iregren 1984; 
Ukkonen & Mannermaa 2017). It is hence 
not particularly far-fetched to regard this 
to be the decisive reason for why elks were 
depicted in numbers on rock surfaces also 
(cf. Ramqvist 1992:32). To be sure, since 
depictions of elk are so evidently linked to 
Stone Age hunter-gatherer groups, the elk-
centred rock art of Northern Europe should 
first and foremost be associated with the 
livelihood of these societies, in which the 
elk played a crucial role (Mantere 2023).

Meanwhile, it is worth keeping in mind 
that hunting communities that stood for 
the rock art hardly conceived it as “art” in 
the established sense of the word, and we 
should not take its representative and pur-
posive nature for granted either (cf. Herva 
& Ikäheimo 2002:97–98). For example, the 
act of producing an elk figure was perhaps 

Figure 15. Elk bull with evident antlers por-
trayed at Bergheim 1 in Alta, northernmost 
Norway. Photo: Ville Mantere.

Figure 16. Elk cow and calf portrayed together 
at Nämforsen, northern Sweden. Processed 
photo: Ville Mantere.
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more important than the resulting compo-
sition it became a part of (e.g. Sjöstrand 
2010), and the “incomplete” appearance 
of many elk figures in rock art may well be 
deliberate (cf. Hesjedal 1994:10). Moreover, 
the meanings associated with (elk-related) 
rock art likely underwent changes over time 
(cf. Brandišauskas 2017:229).

Overall, however, the location of Northern 
European hunter-gatherer rock art strongly 
suggests that the (elk) images were origi-
nally intended to be visible. It is therefore 
most probable that they possessed at least 
some degree of informative meaning. A 
more difficult question to answer is, how-
ever, for whom the elk figures were made 
for. As I have argued, rock art located at 
attention-grabbing places along central 
water routes conceivably reflects the ef-
fort of directing the images for (foreign) 
hunter-gatherer groups. Depictions of elk 
produced at places where elks resided, or 
where they bypassed during their yearly 
migrations, were plausibly also intended 
for the elks themselves, perhaps as signs of 
veneration and dependence.

Undoubtedly, multifaceted meanings were 
associated with the elk motif, but most 
probably, these, too, were based on the 
importance of the elk as a prey. One way 
or another, depictions of elk in rock art 
convey the role of this animal as a prey, 
and that of man as its hunter. That said, in 
northern hunter-gatherer cultures, hunting 
is commonly conceived as a continuous and 
cyclic series of events, in which the actual 
killing only plays a minor part (e.g. Tanner 
1979:90; Fuglestvedt 2018:117). Observing 
any signs of elk in the local landscape, stalk-
ing elks, imitating their behaviour, process-
ing the elk carcass, sharing and eating the 
elk’s meat, depositing the elk’s remains, as 
well as other, more or less ritualistic activi-
ties, were an inseparable part of the elk 
hunting process (e.g. Feit 1973; Nelson 
1973; Grøn & Kuznetsov 2003; Jordan 2003; 
Willerslev 2007; Pedersen & Brinch Petersen 
2017). Ultimately, the elk depictions in 

Northern European rock art also belonged 
to this process.
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