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This article deals with engravings depicting some-
times life-sized Bronze Age metal objects from 
“closed” burial contexts and “open-air” sites 
in northern Europe. These rock art images have 
mainly been used for comparative dating with the 
purpose of establishing rock art chronologies, or 
interpreted as a poor man’s” substitute for real ob-
jects that were sacrificed to immaterial gods and 
goddesses. In this article, these rock art images are 
pictured from a perspective that highlights the mu-
tual cultural biography of humans and objects. It 
is argued that the rare engravings of bronze ob-
jects at scale 1:1 are best explained as famous ani-
mated objects that could act as secondary agents, 
which sometimes allowed them to be depicted and 
remembered. Moreover, two different social set-
tings are distinguished for such memory practice: 
maritime nodes or third spaces where Bronze Age 
Argonauts met before, during or after their jour-
neys, e.g. places where novel technological and/or 
famous objects entered and re-entered the social 
realms, and burial contexts where animated objects 
sometimes was buried at the end of their life-course.

Keywords: Rock art, animated objects, cultural 
bio graphies of objects, Bronze Age, burial prac-
tice, northern Europe.
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Figure 1. Map of southern Scandinavia marking some of the areas mentioned in this 
article. A. Bohuslän; B. Scania; C. Gotland; D. Östergötland; E. Södermanland;  
F. Uppland; G. Hadeland; H. Rogaland; I. Jutland.
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INTRODUCTION

During the last few decades rock art research has gone from being per-
ceived as a peculiar subdiscipline that few cared about to become a ma-
jor research field within interpretative archaeology. New theories and 
ontologies are used to address novel questions about old art and it is 
all happening at a pace that makes keeping up with the latest publica-
tions a job rather than a pastime (e.g. Bahn et al. 2008, 2012; Domingo 
Sanz et al. 2008; Goldhahn 2008a; Goldhahn et al. 2010; Jones et al. 
2011; Back Danielsson et al. 2012; Cochrane & Jones 2012; McDonald 
& Veth 2012; Smith et al. 2012; Schaafsma 2013; Gillette et al. 2014). 
What the future has planned for rock art research has never been more 
unpredictable. All we can say is that the past is changing.

That said, archaeologists are terrible at predicting even the near fu-
ture, so in this article, I will return to one of the many problems and 
possibilities I encountered in writing my book “The Hand of Death – 
an Essay about Bronze and Rock Smiths” (Goldhahn 2007, translated 
here). One of the chapters dealt with some of the rare finds of figurative 
rock art discovered in Bronze Age burial monuments in northern Europe 
(Figure 1). Back then, I found it hard to comprehend that some of the 
engraved rock art motifs from these closed contexts echoed the bronze 
objects that where found deposited with the deceased (Goldhahn 2007, 
243–278). Why should one depict an object that was placed with the de-
ceased? I still struggle for an answer, and the following is an attempt to 
reconsider and reinterpret this relationship from a cultural biographical 
perspective. Before we enter that discourse I would like to take the op-
portunity to exemplify the relationship between the depicted and real 
bronze objects for the reader.

“WHAT YOU SEE IS WHAT YOU GET”

The first example of the relationship comes from what has been called 
“the richest Middle Bronze Age burial from Norway” (Johansen 2000, 
translated here), the Rege mound from Rogaland (Myhre 1981). The 
burial monument in question was 20 metres in diameter and 3 metres 
high, and it covered an ingeniously built stone cist that was 2 metres 
long, 0.6 metres wide and 1 metre high (Figure 2). Here, a woman had 
been laid to rest, adorned with numerous bronze objects dated to Mon-
telius period II, c. 1500–1300 BC (Figure 3): two spiral earrings, two 
bracelets, a tutulus, a dagger, a fibula, a belt-plate, and some tubes that 
belonged to a corded skirt such as those from Ølby and Egtved in Den-
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Figure 2. The Rege stone cist with its rock art. Source: the Archive at the Archaeologi-
cal Museum in Stavanger, Norway.

mark (e.g. Fossøy & Bergerbrant 2013). Key to this inquiry is that the 
decoration of the belt-plate is built up around concentric circles. The 
head of the deceased had been placed to rest at one of the end slabs of 
the cist that had been decorated with concentric circles and cup marks 
(Nordenborg Myhre 2004). Through their size and shape, some of the 
engraved figures echo the belt-plate with its ornaments. Following the 
same line of thought, some of the cup marks on this slab might depict 
the tutulus that the deceased woman once wore (Figures 2–3).

The same relationship between engraved rock art motifs and bronze 
objects can be found in the burial monuments at Sagaholm in Små-
land in Sweden, and Anderlingen in northern Germany. The only ob-
ject that may have been found in the Sagaholm barrow is a fragmented 
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Figure 3. Drawing of the objects from 
the Rege mound. Source: Myhre 1981.
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bronze spearhead, an object that might be depicted on slab 22 (Gold-
hahn 1999:60–62). The relationship between the engraved motif and 
real objects is more evident in the Anderlingen case. Here a scene with 
three human motifs is depicted on the end slab of a stone cist that was 
found in a barrow (Capelle 1972). One of the human images raises an 
axe over her head (Figure 4), an axe that clearly resembles the palstave 
from Montelius period II (Figure 5), which was found deposited with 
the deceased in the cist (Hesse 2006; Goldhahn 2007:269).

Figure 4. The rock art from the burial at Anderlingen, northern Germany. Source: 
Capelle 1972.
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A chief example of this practice is the famous Bredarör cairn from 
Scania in Sweden, one of the most impressive burial monuments in 
northern Europe (Goldhahn 2009, 2013a). Here no fewer than 48 rock 
art motifs have been pecked, hammered and ground into eight slabs 
that were part of a centrally placed stone cist that measured about 3.5 × 
1.5 metres (Figure 6). The cairn itself was about 75 metres in diameter 
and 2–3 metres high; and it seemed to be continuously used for deposi-
tion of human bones from the second half of Montelius period II to the 
first half of period V, c. 1400–800 BC (Goldhahn 2013a:559–578). The 
rock art images from Bredarör on Kivik are renowned for depicting sev-
eral bronze and gold objects, as well as scenes where people of differ-
ent genders seem to be involved in some kind of procession or rite. The 
lion’s share of the scholars that considered these images agree that the 

Figure 5. The artefacts from the burial at Anderlingen, northern Germany. Source: 
Hesse 2006.
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rock art depicts essential parts of the burial ceremony which took place 
around the creation of the monument (Goldhahn 2009, 2013a:1–368).

Of special interest is that some of the objects that were found in the 
decorated cist in 1748, as well as those found during the 1931 excava-
tion, including parts of a dagger or sword and a bronze bowl, seem to 
be depicted on slabs 7 and 8 (Figure 6). The relationship between de-
pictions and real objects is also supported by other finds and sources. 
Nils Brocman was told that two “Norwegian axes” had been found at 
the Bredarör cairn, which might been the bronze axes depicted on slab 
1 (Goldhahn 2013a:53–92). Moreover, on slabs 3 and 7, there are some 
animal motifs that most scholars interpret as horses. Arthur Nordén 
(1932, 1942), among others, has argued that the horses depicted on slab 
3 are shown sacrificed during the burial ritual on slab 7 (Figure 6), a 
reading that gains some support with finds of horse bones from the area 
around the cist that are contemporary with artefacts and the deceased 
deposited in the cist (Goldhahn 2013a:559–578).

The most conspicuous case of this practice originates from Mand-
bjerg Høj, a burial mound from the Viborg area in Jutland in Denmark 
(Glob 1969:71, No. 82). In the mid 19th century, this mound was said 
to have been 25 metres in diameter and 3.5 metres high, but it was later 
destroyed. The first notice of the demolition originates from around 

Figure 6. The engravings from Bredarör on Kivik documented by Harald Faith-Ell in 
1942. Now in ATA in Stockholm.



CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY, VOL 22, 2014 | https://doi.org/10.37718/CSA.2014.09 105

Engraved Biographies

1857; soon thereafter, a granite boulder with 18 engraved circles and 
five double-lined ovals was discovered (Figure 7). According to the infor-
mation at the National Museum’s archives in Copenhagen, this boulder 
was found in the eastern part of the mound (Glob 1969:239). When a 
smaller archaeological excavation was undertaken in 1880, a second and 
third granite boulder with engravings were found in the southern and 
northern parts of the mound. The former had four engraved circles and 
the latter, which was more elaborate, had 13 circles, some with double 
and some with triple lines as well as three double-lined ovals (Figure 7). 

Figure 7. The engraved slabs and the sword handle from Mandbjerg Høj. Photo: Na-
tional Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen; the documentation of the sword handle, 
source: Glob 1969.
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The excavation also revealed a centrally placed stone cist that was ori-
ented south-east to north-west and contained a bronze sword with gold 
ornaments dated to Montelius period II (Glob 1969:239).

According to Peter Vilhelm Glob (1969:71, 239), a fourth boulder 
with nine engraved motifs was reported but is no longer preserved. 
Based on the orientation of the central cist and the available informa-
tion about the find spot of the first three decorated stone boulders, it 
seems that Mandbjerg Høj had a stone kerb with at least four decorated 
boulders which were probably placed at the cardinal points of the bur-
ial monument.

The engravings from Mandbjerg Høj are a good example of the ab-
stract rock art that is commonly found in closed burial contexts during 
the Middle Bronze Age in northern Europe. Like other examples, the 
engraved motifs have their counterparts in the lavish abstract ornamen-
tation found on contemporary bronze metalwork (Goldhahn 2007:269–
278). The relationship between the abstract rock art from Mandbjerg 
Høj and bronze objects becomes more intriguing because the ornamen-
tation found on the sword handle with gold inlay from the stone cist in 
the mound is decorated with almost identical ornamentation to that on 
the boulders (Figure 7).

Based on my knowledge and understanding of Bronze Age societies, I 
found it difficult to comprehend why a bronze object or, as in the case of 
Mandbjerg Høj, parts of its ornamentation, placed in a burial with the 
deceased should be depicted and replicated on one or more of the slabs 
in the monument. It feels as if somebody was overemphasizing things, 
or perhaps stating the obvious.

It will be argued here that the intimate relationship between finds 
of bronze objects and depictions of similar bronze objects in Bronze 
Age burial contexts in northern Europe is a unique phenomenon from 
a global perspective, and that many of the examples, such as the Rege, 
Sagaholm, Anderlingen, Mjeltehaugen, and Bredarör on Kivik burials, 
are exceptional from a local, regional and inter-regional perspective. It 
could therefore be argued that the social practice discussed here must 
be consider vital for our understanding and interpretation of the life-
worlds of Bronze Age people (e.g. Kristiansen & Larsson 2005). But 
how should it be interpreted?

We know from several well-documented cases that monumental 
Bronze Age burials were plundered (Jensen 2002); and judging from 
the robbers’ determination and the assortment of objects that were re-
trieved, as well as those left behind, it seems this happened shortly af-
ter the burial ceremony ended while the memory of what was deposited 
and where was still sparkling fresh among the descendants (Randsborg 
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1998). If plundering was a concern among the participants in the bur-
ial rituals, making an engraving of the object could be a way to make a 
lasting record of the burial ceremony, and the sorts of objects that were 
deposited with the dead. However, this interpretation feels somewhat 
strained and misleading, not least if we consider the already stated fact 
that the making of rock art was a rather unusual part of burial prac-
tices during the Bronze Age (Goldhahn 1999, 2007, 2013a). If this were 
a common cultural practice, we would know of hundreds or even thou-
sands of burials with rock art with depicted bronze objects; however, 
this is not the case, so we must seek another explanation.

Rock art in burial contexts is enthralling; and it is clear from the cases 
cited above that we cannot explain all these thought-provoking assem-
blages with notions such as eschatology and cosmology (e.g. Goldhahn 
1999, 2007, 2008b, 2009, 2010, 2012, 2013a; see also Widholm 1998; 
Syvertsen 2003, 2005; Kaul 2004; Skoglund 2006; Linge 2007). To en-
grave, grind, hammer, carve or otherwise generate concrete or more 
abstract rock art imagery on or in close relationship to a burial monu-
ment was probably motivated by numerous factors; and, of course, we 
ought to try to free our minds and embrace all possible, conceivable and 
imaginable rationalizations behind these practices. That said, it is hard 
to grasp why someone should spend hours and days fetching slabs, pre-
paring them, hammering out or otherwise adding the engravings (Gold-
hahn 2008b), just to depict some objects that would later be deposited 
with the deceased. How can that make sense?

LOOKING BACK TO GO FORWARD

The question of how to comprehend depictions of Bronze Age objects has 
long been asked within rock art research in northern Europe. Not least 
of all, it was vital to the founding and formation of comparative dating 
methods. This method was first developed in the late 18th century dur-
ing the impassioned debate that followed the discovery of the Bredarör 
cairn on Kivik in Scania in 1748. When Nils Wessman first published 
the rock art in an article in 1762, he suggested a dating of the burial and 
its rock art to the Roman period, an interpretation that was soon con-
tested by Nils Brocman who suggested that the monument ought to be 
dated to the time of Christianization, around AD 1000. Both interpre-
tations rested on historical sources. In 1780, in choosing between the 
suggested dates, Anders Forssenius and Sven Lagerbring focused on the 
similarities between the war chariot depicted on slab 7 (Figure 6) and 
chariots on Roman coins found in the vicinity to advocate Brocman’s 
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original dating. To strengthen their argument, they plotted all the finds 
of Roman coins on a map. In doing so, they introduced the compara-
tive dating method within archaeology in general and rock art research 
in particular (Goldhahn 2013a:53–92).

When the second documented debate on the dating of north Euro-
pean rock art occurred in the early 1840s, a debate that was triggered by 
the rabble-rouser Sven Nilsson in Lund, Christian Jürgensen Thomsen’s 

Figure 8. One of the ceremonial bronze axes from the Skogstorp deposit in Söderman-
land. Source: Montelius 1917.
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Three-Age System had already been formulated and published (Gräslund 
1987; Jensen 1992). Despite that, the comparative dating method played 
a rather insignificant role for the suggested chronology of open-air rock 
art of either the Stone Age (Brunius 1868) or the Iron Age (Holmberg 
1848). Instead, it was, once again, historical sources and “the brutish-
ness” or “the degree of culture” of the depicted motifs of humans, boats 
and implements that were used as arguments (Goldhahn 2005, 2012, 
2013a:93–117; Kaul 2012). However, all participants in this heated de-
bate agreed that the axes from slab 1 in Bredarör on Kivik depicted 
ceremonial bronze axes like the one that was known from the deposit 
from Skogstorp in Södermanland (Holmberg 1848:8, 14–16; Brunius 
1868:138–149, cf. Figures 6 and 8).

The comparative dating method was re-introduced by Bror Emil 
Hildebrand in 1867 when he made some plaster copies of sword en-
gravings at Ekenberg in Östergötland (Hildebrand 1869). Based on the 
great similarities of these depictions and real Bronze Age swords at the 
National Historical Museum in Stockholm (Figure 9), Hildebrand came 
to the conclusion that it was Bronze Age weaponry that were depicted, 
a conclusion that is often cited as the first correct dating of the rock art 

Figure 9. Plaster casting of engraved sword at Ekenberg in Östergötland (left) that 
Hildebrand compared with a real Bronze Age sword (right) found in Sweden. Source: 
Hildebrand 1869.
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assemblages of northern Europe (e.g. Mandt 1991; Fredell 2003; Nor-
denborg Myhre 2004; Ling 2008; Goldhahn et al. 2010, among oth-
ers). This might not be entirely true because, according to my reading of 
Hildebrand’s “ground-breaking” and often celebrated article, it is clear 
that he could not come to any final conclusion as to whether the Bronze 
Age weaponry depicted was made by Saami Stone Age savages or by 
German-speaking nobles from the Iron Age (Hildebrand 1869:431–432).

Nevertheless, the re-introduction of the comparative dating method 
during the late 19th century established the most common way to use 
depicted objects within rock art research in northern Europe, namely, 
as a tool to establish rock art chronologies. This is especially true for 
the rock art found along the Swedish east coast where depictions of 
bronze weapons are particularly common (Goldhahn 2013a:143–178), 
such as in south-east Scania (Althin 1945; Moberg 1970; Welinder 1974; 
Burenhult 1980), Östergötland (Nordén 1925; Lindblad 2011), Got-
land (Broström 1990), Södermanland (Schnittger 1922) and Uppland 
(Kjellén 1976; Kjellén & Hyenstrand 1977; Coles 2000; Lindblad 2011; 
Ling 2013).

The oldest rock art motifs of Bronze Age weaponry are commonly 
life-sized (1:1 scale), and the axes, swords and spears are replicated so 
truthfully that it is easy to identify the objects depicted (Figure 10). This 
has led to the comparative dating method becoming the foundation of 
established rock art chronologies in northern Europe. This is, for exam-
ple, manifested in the works of Gunnar Ekholm (1921), Arthur Nordén 
(1925), Sverre Marstrander (1963), P. V. Glob (1969), Gro Mandt (1972, 
1991), Stig Welinder (1974), Göran Burenhult (1980), Bertil Almgren 
(1987), Kalle Sognnes (1987, 2001), Einar Østmo (1992), Flemming Kaul 
(1998), Åsa Fredell (2003), Johan Ling (2008, 2013), and David Vogt 
(2011), among others.

Bronze Age weapons are among the most captivating rock art motifs, 
but far from being the only objects depicted in this media. For instance, 
the obvious resemblance between the Hjortspring boat, dated to around 
350 BC, and rock art boat motifs, such as those from Litsleby in Tanum 
parish in Bohuslän in Sweden (Coles 2005; Ling 2008), are so pain-
staking that it is clear that the engravings depict real vessels (Crumlin 
Pedersen & Trakadas 2003). The same is true for boat images depicted 
on bronze objects (Kaul 1998; Bradley 2008), and rock art depictions 
of shields (Coles 1999), cloaks (Almgren 1962; Goldhahn 2005), wag-
ons (Johanssen 2010), and other objects (e.g. Kaul 1998, 2004; Fredell 
2003; Franck 2004; Vogt 2011).

That said, rock art specialists seldom discuss the reasons why these 
bronze objects were depicted at all. The nemeses Bertil Almgren (1960, 
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1962) and Mats P. Malmer (1981) agreed, and God knows that they sel-
dom did, that the objects depicted in the rock art media on the “periph-
ery” of the Scandinavian Bronze Age cultures acted as substitutes for 
sacrifices of real objects that were made in the “centre”; an interpreta-
tion that later on was nourished by the fellow-travellers of the processual 
paradigm (e.g. Larsson 1986; Kristiansen 1987, 1998, cf. Sognnes 1987, 
2001). However, whether treated as chronological markers or seen as 
substitutes for real sacrifices, rock art depictions of objects were viewed 
as means to other ends; and, it is clear, at least to me, that we ought to 
search for new paths to comprehend these assemblages.

BIOGRAPHIES OF ANIMATED OBJECTS

The careful representations of bronze objects must have served other 
purposes than just to depict certain typological traits or act as a poor 
man’s substitute for real sacrifices. As the cases from Rege, Sagaholm, 

Figure 10. Depiction of bronze objects from different open-air rock art sites in Sweden 
originally made at scale 1:1: To the left: Tanum 248 in Bohuslän; top right: Östra Eneby 
23 in Östergötland; bottom right: Simrishamn 23 in Scania. Frottage by Dietrich Evers, 
now in SHFA (The Swedish Rock Art Achieves, Tanumshede). Not to scale.
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Anderlingen, Bredarör on Kivik, Mandbjerg Høj, and other burials with 
rock art reveal, the images most certainly represent specific objects that 
were deposited with the deceased. Even though this behaviour might 
puzzle me, it is clear that it was not just any objects that were depicted. 
Somehow, the rock art motifs and the objects in the burial are linked to 
each other, but how should that be interpreted?

One way to approach these engravings is through a flat ontology and a 
relational materialistic perspective (e.g. Latour 2005; Olsen 2010; Hod-
der 2012) that considers the mutual biographies of objects and persons 
(e.g. Kopytof 1986; Hoskin 1998; Joy 2009). From the Old Norse my-
thology and sagas, for instance, we are informed that both mortal and 
immortal beings own named objects that were endowed with magical 
properties which enabled them, as it seems, to act as “secondary agents” 
(e.g. Gell 1998, see also Malinowski 1922; Munn 1986; Weiner 1992; 
Godelier 1999; Ingold 2000; Mauss 2002). Many of the magical objects 
belonging to the immortals in Old Norse mythology had names and bi-
ographies that were told and retold over vast areas in northern Europe 
(Davidson 1996; Lindow 2002). Odin, for instance, was personified 
by several magical items created by dwarfs, such as Gungnir, the spear 
that never misses its mark, which was made by the sons of Ivaldi, and 
Draupnir, meaning “dripping”, a gold arm-ring made by Sindri, which 
had the magical property of renewing itself into eight new arm-rings 
every ninth night. Other named magical objects that made their way to 
eternal fame are Thor’s magical belt Megingjörð, his iron gloves Járn-
greipr, staff Gríðarvölr, and his hammer Mjöllnir, Heimdallr’s trumpet 
Gjallar-Horn and sword Hǫfuð, Balder’s funeral boat Hringhorni, and 
Freyr’s magic ship Skidbladnir, etc.

Historical sources inform us that it was the mythological origin of 
these objects combined with their biographies that created their repu-
tation and magical power (Davidson 1994; Gansum 2004; Hedeager 
2011; Androshchuk 2014). A telling example is the story of how Sig-
urd Völsung – or Siegfried – slew the dragon Fafnir. To do so, he used 
a sword that had been passed down from Odin through the hands of 
his father, Sigmund. Odin’s sword Gram, also known as Balmung, was 
originally made by the dwarf Reginn; and it was said to be so sharp 
that even if it were lowered into running water it could cut a tuft of 
wool that drifted down-stream onto the sword’s edge. The sword had 
a long and complicated biography, which is only partly known to us. 
We do know that it had been broken in a battle and that it was later 
re-forged by Sigurd. Apparently he did a good job for, after he finished 
his work, it could be used to cut an anvil in half and, apparently, kill 
the evil dragon Fafnir.
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Tales like the one about Sigurd Fafnisbani and his animated weapon 
are not unique (e.g. Davidson 1994; Lund 2009; Hedeager 2011). For 
instance, there are hundreds of named swords and weapons in the Old 
Norse literature (Barnes 1972, 1982; Androshchuk 2014:194–202), 
which suggest that stories like the one about Sigurd and his heirloom 
were rife. Moreover, there are clear archaeological indications that some 
of the most famous mythological objects, such as Freyja’s golden neck-
lace Brisingamen (Arrhenius 2009), were re-created by mortals and used 
as display items by the élite of the Late Iron Age societies. This practice 
might have existed to underline certain families’, kins’ and clans’ ances-
tral connection to immortal gods (Steinsland 2011), and possibly also so 
that the object could be used as ritual paraphernalia when myths were re-
enacted (Herschend 2001). This is evidently also the case when it comes 
to famous swords among mortals (Davidson 1994; Androshchuk 2014).

During the Late Iron Age swords were treasured and, aside from land, 
may have been among the most expensive things a man could own (Da-
vidson 1994; Androshchuk 2014). In the Laxdæla Saga (1969), for ex-
ample, we learn that the sword that Höskuldr received from King Hákon 
the Good of Norway, was worth half a mark of gold, equal to 16 dairy 
cows, a considerable sum. Swords meant wealth, and as Melheim and 
Horn (2014:6) recently argued, these weapons took on the histories of 
real persons, their lives and death, and, more importantly, the memory 
practices associated with them (e.g. Kristiansen 2002; Pearce 2013). 
That said, it was more often the fame and magical properties imbued in 
these weapons that made them sought after. In his thought-provoking 
study of Iron Age sword crafting, Terje Gansum has demonstrated that 
bones from animals, and possibly also from humans, were needed and 
used to transform iron into steel. So, when swords are accorded their 
own personhood, are given names and ascribed magical properties, we 
might be seeing the result of swords inheriting ancestral spirits through 
factual and mythical creation processes (Gansum 2004).

Moreover, animated objects with renowned biographies, bestowed 
by ancestral spirits and powers, are probably the explanation behind the 
common habit of “plundering” monumental Iron Age burials in prehis-
toric times (Myhre 1994, 2004), a cultural practice that is also known 
from the Middle Bronze Age (Randsborg 1998). One example is the re-
markable story of how Olaf Haraldsson (995–1030), better known as 
Olaf II of Norway, claimed to be spiritually connected to, or even a re-
incarnation of, Olaf Gudrødsson. The latter, Olaf Gudrødsson was a 
legendary king of the House of Yngling. Following Gunnhild Røthe’s 
(1997) appraisal of the literary sources, first and foremost Flateyjarbók 
and Óláfs saga Helga, Olaf Gudrødsson was worshiped after his death, 
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and was, therefore, given the name Geirstaðaálfr (Davidson 1943:101–
102, 138–139). According to some chronicles, he died around AD 934. 
About 60 years after his death, Olaf Geirstaðaálfr visited a man called 
Hrani in a dream. Hrani was told to break into his burial monument, 
cut his head off, and take possession of his sword Bæsingr, a ring and 
his belt, and to give these exquisite objects to Queen Ásta. The magi-
cal properties that were embodied in these objects were needed when 
she would give birth to Olaf II of Norway. The motivations behind the 
opening of Olaf Geirstaðaálfr’s burial mound to reclaim part of his 
grave goods are mostly blurred to us. There are some academic disputes 
regarding whether this was a deceit by Olaf Geirstaðaálfr, so that he 
could be reincarnated, or if the mound opening was a way for Olaf II 
of Norway to ritually “kill” the House of Yngling’s claim and preten-
sion to the throne of Norway (Røthe 1997, cf. Steinsland 2011). In any 
case, this practice was legitimated through the named and animated 
sword Bæsingr.

A conclusion from these examples from the Old Norse mythology and 
sagas could be that certain objects had the power to become animated 
and act as secondary agents (Gell 1998; see also Olsen 2010; Hodder 
2012). From the animated finds and contexts from Bronze Age metal 

Figure 11. Animated tuyères and soapstone moulds from Bronze Age “workshops” 
used to create bronze objects with potential to be animated. Source: Goldhahn 2007.
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workshops (Figure 11), and the enigmatic iconography on bronze items 
and other ritual paraphernalia that were crafted during this epoch (e.g. 
Kaul 1998, 2004), there is very little impetus to believe that this phe-
nomenon was a Late Iron Age invention (Goldhahn 2007, 2013b; see 
also Pearce 2013; Melheim & Horn 2014). As a consequence, I argue 
that the rock art depictions of bronze objects that we encounter across 
northern Europe during the Bronze Age had lived an extravagant life, 
that they were famed and had a biography of their own, maybe even 
that they were believed to be imbued with magical properties which in-
spired people to depict and remember them; these were objects that had 
become – animated.

ROCK ART AND THE LIFE-HISTORIES 
OF BRONZE AGE OBJECTS

A striking phenomenon with rock art weaponry motifs is that they seem 
to have been made in a time and place when the depicted objects were 
novel (Figures 2–10). Often it seems to coincide with the introduction 
of metallurgy and the formation of a value system based on the new 
technology. When the later was established, depictions of weapons at 
1:1 scale seem to end. This phenomenon is not only evident in northern 
Europe, it is also documented at Stonehenge (Abbott & Anderson-Why-
mark 2012; Parker Pearson et al. 2013) and Kilmartin in Scotland (Jones 
et al. 2011) in the British Isles, in Brittany in France (Twohig 1981), 
Galicia in the Iberian Peninsula (Bradley 1997; Fábregas & Rodríguez-
Rellán 2012), and in Valcamonica in northern Italy (Priuli 2002; Anati 
2004; Beavan 2006). New astounding technologies and devices, and the 
novel value systems that followed in their footsteps, seem to trigger de-
pictions and engravings. It is fascinating to consider that similar social 
and cultural processes can be demonstrated in so-called contact rock art 
in North America (Keyser 1992, 2004; Sundstrom 2004), South Africa 
(Ouzman 2003; Challis 2009, 2012) and Australia (McNiven & Rus-
sell 2002; Veth et al. 2008; Paterson & Wilson 2009; May et al. 2010), 
but in a colonial cultural context and at a much later stage in history.

A common thread in these rock art assemblages is that the new tech-
nological devices are so remarkable and truthfully executed that, de-
spite the limitation of reproducing objects in the stone medium (Figure 
10), these objects are so well depicted that it is easy to identify and date 
them (e.g. Hildebrand 1869; Ekholm 1921; Nordén 1925; Althin 1945; 
Marstrander 1963; Moberg 1970; Welinder 1974; Kjellén 1976; Kjellén 
& Hyenstrand 1977; Burenhult 1980; Malmer 1981; Coles 2000; Franck 
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2004; Ling 2008, 2013; Lindblad 2011; Vogt 2011, see also Keyser 1992, 
2004; Wesley 2013). Sometimes the contexts of the depicted objects and 
the real finds even seem to coincide. One such case is found at Foxa da 
Vella at Leiro Rianxo in Galicia where daggers and halberds were en-
graved in the vicinity of the known find spot of a hoard with the same 
contents (Bradley 1997:60–61). Analogous “hoarded” daggers were en-
graved nearby on the panel O Ramallal at Campo Lameiro (Bradley 
1997:203). The similarity between these assemblages is not only shown 
in the synchronic chronology and the resemblance between the rock art 
images and real objects, but also through the way these objects were ar-
ranged on the panel and in the hoard (cf. Comendador Rey 1999; Fábre-
gas et al. 2009; Fábregas & Rodríguez-Rellán 2012; Rodríguez-Rellán 
& Fábregas 2013).

If Bradley’s interpretation holds, the weaponry reproduced at Foxa 
da Vella would have been engraved just before the objects were taken 
out of circulation. This might lead us to suggest that the depiction of 
the weaponry at Foxa de Vella, and elsewhere, may have been a way to 
show that the objects were taken out of the social spheres of the circula-
tion of gifts and counter-gifts between mortals (Mauss 2002, also Ma-
linowski 1922; Weiner 1992), or between mortals and the immortals 
(Godelier 1999; Fontijn 2002)? However, if that were actually a rooted 
cultural practice linked to the deposition of objects, we would expect 
to find hundreds if not thousands of depicted objects throughout Gali-
cia, the Iberian Peninsula, and the European continent. Once again, 
this is not the case. So, rather than linking this practice to a specific 
regular, social and ritual context, in this case the deposition of bronze 
metalwork, a more plausible interpretation might be to consider these 
practices in relation to certain animated objects with life-histories and 
biographies of their own.

To my knowledge, there are no clear spatial relationships between 
rock art and hoards with bronze objects in northern Europe like the 
one that Bradley considered from Foxa de Vella (cf. Nordén 1925; Lind-
blad 2011). That said, the burial rock art discussed earlier in this paper 
suggests that some objects could gain a reputation on their own which 
allowed them to be depicted where they where “buried”, and, in these 
rare cases, the engravings and the place of deposition coincide. These 
instances seem to be connected to the last stage in the objects’ life-
course. The burial contexts further seem to suggest that it might be the 
enmeshed mutual biographies of the deceased and the engraved objects 
that triggered these practices.

There are some interesting traits in the open-air rock art media in 
Northern Europe in general, and specific to the assemblage of depictions 
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of life-size bronze objects, that may direct us to an interpretation that 
the objects that are engraved in the stone media also had an animated 
biography. Larger accumulations of Bronze Age figurative rock art are 
found at coastal locations along the Scandinavian Peninsula (e.g. Bur-
enhult 1980; Malmer 1981; Kristiansen 1987; Coles 2000; Nordenborg 
Myhre 2004; Ling 2008, 2013; Nimura 2012). This is underlined by the 
fact that the most common figurative motif is boats. Traditionally, these 
accumulations of rock art have been interpreted as “ports of trade” or 
“nodes of communication” (e.g. Malmer 1981; Larsson 1986; Kristian-
sen 1987, 1998; Kristiansen & Larsson 2005), or as “third spaces” (Nor-
denborg Myhre 2004; Ling 2008, 2013), i.e. places where long-distance 
travellers could meet before, during, and after their pursuits to “refig-
ure” their gender and social persona (cf. Malinowski 1922).

It is in these maritime settings we find the depictions of bronze ob-
jects made at a 1:1 scale (Figure 10). This would be the place where new 
technological devices were introduced into the social realm for the first 
time. Moreover, it would also be the setting where tales about the hard-
ship, joy, adventure, and splendour of these journeys on the unpredict-
able and dangerous sea were told for the first time. Battles fought on the 
journey away or home would be announced and discussed; epic tales 
about duels among mortals would be told and retold; traded goods and 
war bounties would be divided; novel astonishing objects would be in-
troduced, handed around and admired. Moreover, these were the places 
where the mutual biographies of people and animated objects would be 
formulated, moulded and merged; and at these places, rock art seems 
to be both the medium and the message (Figure 10).

Generally speaking, most depictions of axes, swords and spearheads 
at open-air sites belong to common types, making it hard to identify 
specific objects in the way that the closed burial contexts suggest. We 
also meet other challenges when we encounter open-air rock art. Besides 
the fact that the stone medium sets some interesting limits as to how ac-
curately an object can be depicted, the more open, negotiable contexts 
also mean that the same images, and the memory practice that were 
embodied in them, could be reworked, altered and changed over and 
over again. The reason for this is found in the medium itself. When an 
engraving is newly made, the strokes from the hammer stone will leave 
white marks that “shine like quartz” (Goldhahn 2007:159–206). As a 
consequence of the physical deterioration by wind, snow, and rain, and 
the possible growth of lichens, the images will start to fade from the mo-
ment they were made (Figure 12). This natural process can be stopped 
by retouching the images. Following Katty Wahlgren (2004), the acts 
associated with “switching on and off rock art images” were an active 
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Figure 12. Rock art experiment at Kilmartin House, Scotland. When the rock art was 
new – or “switched on” – the motifs shined like quartz; three years later they had been 
“switched off” by the weather and lichens, and they started to get grey and dull. Photo 
from 2003 (top), 2004, and 2007 (bottom): Joakim Goldhahn.
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memory practice and a vital and an important part of the many mean-
ings attached to this media. So, rather than viewing this as a negative 
source-critical dead end, it should be addressed as a positive point of de-
partures for our analysis. However, this is also a challenge when it comes 
to the dating of much rock art in the world in general, and, in particu-
lar, the rock art assemblages from the Bronze Age in northern Europe.

THE SPEAR-BOATS AT ÅBY

A telling example of these different but related memory practices from 
open-air sites, and some of the challenges that we face in comprehend-
ing this medium, is found at the famous rock art site at Åby in Tossene 
parish in Bohuslän (Sweden), RAÄ Tossene 73. The images that interest 
me in this context are two boat figures that, among other things, convey 
two spearheads and an axe-like motif each (Figure 13). The similarities 
between the boat images are strengthened through the fact that one hu-
man in the crew is exaggerated in each vessel. In one case the human 
image carries the axe-like motif in its hand, in the other case this motif 
is attached to the hull of the boat. The human on the latter boat seems 
to be holding something else in her hand. Both vessels are adorned with 
slightly different animal heads at stern and aft, and both have long keel 
extensions (Figure 13).

These “spear-boats” can be dated through several methods. The 
adorned stern and aft is a common trait on boat images from Late 
Bronze Age razors that are found in easily dated contexts (Kaul 1998), 
and the altitude of the panel itself can give a terminus post quem through 
analyses of the shore displacement in the Bohuslän area (Ling 2008). 
Following Kaul’s (1998) chronology, a dating of the animal heads on 
the boat images to Montelius period V is evident, c. 900–700 BC. How-
ever, the long keel extensions on the boats, and the animal heads seem 
to be engraved by another technique: they are less deeply pecked, which 
suggests that these details were added later as a part of a memory prac-
tice associated with the particular boat images and their emplacement.

After a closer examination and assessment of the pecking techniques, 
followed by an analysis of the elevation of the panel and a comparison 
with some of the more than 10,000 boat images found in Bohuslän, Ling 
(2008) suggests that it is feasible that both boat images were made in the 
Middle Bronze Age period I or II, c. 1700–1300 BC (personal communi-
cation, 6 May 2014). However, the altered pecking techniques also sug-
gest that the prolonged keel extensions, which are a typical trait of the 
Late Bronze Age period IV (Kaul 1998), were added later. This shows 
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that these rock art images were “switched on and off” several times as 
an active part of the memory practice that was attached to this place 
and its growing numbers of engravings.

What actually interests me about these boat images is the very unchar-
acteristic broad and leaf-shaped spearhead images, which most probably 
are reproduced at 1:1 scale (Figure 13). Similar leaf-shaped spearheads 
were not made locally or regionally during the Early, Middle, or Late 
Bronze Age in northern Europe (Baudou 1960; Aner & Kersten 1973–; 
Vandkilde 1996). Known spearheads with this form all seem to have been 
“imported” to northern Europe during the first part of the Late Bronze 
Age (Thrane 1975). A case that comes to mind is the spearhead origi-
nating from northern Italy or Hungary found in the spectacular hoard 
from Borbjerg on Funen in Denmark, dated to period IV (Ørsnes 1958). 
A bronze spearhead with a similar form, origin and date has been found 
at Gategården in Bärfendal parish in Bohuslän (Herner 1998), situated 
only 8 km north-east of the engraved spear-boats at Åby in Tossene par-
ish (Figure 14). Unfortunately there is little contextual information about 

Figure 13. Tracing made by Tommy Andersson and Andreas Toreld of part of the rock art 
panel RAÄ 73 in Tossene parish in Bohuslän. Not to scale. Source: www.hallristning.se.
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this fragmented leaf-shaped spearhead, other than that it was found in 
a pit together with a “hammer and nipper of iron” (Herner 1998:26, 
translated here). However, the resemblance between the depicted spear-
heads on the boats at Åby, and the broken spearhead from Gategården 
are overwhelmingly striking, which in the light of this discussion sug-
gests an intimate relationship between these phenomena and contexts.

It is obvious from these examples that some depicted bronze objects 
embody long and interesting biographies. Sometimes, as in the case of the 
spear-boats from Tossene 73 in Bohuslän, the same could be said about 
the rock art images that were made and remade many times, maybe as 
a way to renegotiate the memory practices that were attached to them, 
i.e. their cultural biography. The same phenomenon of refiguring is also 
evident if we consider some of the burial rock art mentioned above, not 
least Bredarör on Kivik (Goldhahn 2013a), and this also goes for well-
known ritual paraphernalia from the Bronze Age, such as the bronze 
discs from Trundholm on Zealand in Denmark and Nebra from Halle 
in Germany (Goldhahn 2013b). In my book, the similarities between the 
biographies of different objects, the different media they appear in, and 
their contexts, urges us to acknowledge that these phenomenon were 
related and part of the same social and cultural processes.

Figure 14. Fragmented spearhead found at Gategården in Bärfendal parish. Source: 
Herner 1998. The spearhead still measures 250 × 90 mm. Note the pronounced ridge 
on the spearhead and compare how this part is enhanced on the spearheads depicted 
on the boats in Figure 13.



CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY, VOL 22, 2014122

Joakim Goldhahn

THE VESTBY HOARD

A striking phenomena with the depictions of bronze objects from open-
air rock art sites is their maritime context and their close relation to boat 
images. This suggests that it was the mutual biography of objects and 
Bronze Age Argonauts that enabled certain objects to gain in reputa-
tion, power and, in the end, become animated and “act” in ways that 
sometimes allowed them to be engraved on rock panels.

In the case of the spear-boats and the bronze spearhead found at Åby 
and Gategården in Bohuslän, it is clear that it – sometimes – was exotic 
objects with a long cultural biography that most of the time is unknown 
to us, that were associated with these practices. Sometimes, however, 
we are able to get a glimpse of the many journeys that the object made 
during its life. One such case is the Vestby hoard, which has recently 
been reinterpreted by Julie Lund and Lene Melheim (2011) from a cul-
tural biographical perspective.

The hoard from Vestby was found in Hadeland in Oppland in south-
eastern Norway in the mid 1920s. It consists of a necklace with tin-plated 
bronze beads, a large bronze pin, a finger ring (now lost), three bronze 
neck rings with boat ornaments on their end-plates and two bronze fig-
urines that, at first glance, seem to be goats but which also show some 
resemblance to horses and deer (Figure 15). The hoard is dated to the 
end of the Bronze Age, period VI, c. 700–500 BC; but as Lund and Mel-
heim (2011) so elegantly demonstrate, some of the objects were already 
antiques when they were deposited.

Lund and Melheim’s (2011:443, 453–455) analysis reveals that the ob-
jects in the Vestby hoard originate from several different parts of north-
ern Europe. The necklace has its origin in the Halstatt area in southern 
Germany, the pin resembles a find from western Norway, the animal 
figurines probably originated in central Europe, and the neck-rings in 
south-western Sweden or Denmark. The first investigators of the Vestby 
hoard concluded that all the objects were “imported” to Norway. Lund 
and Melheim (2011:453–455) are more open to a local origin and crafting 
for some of the objects. This interpretation is grounded in the fact that 
the clay core in one of the neck rings contained minerals which originate 
from “a mountainous region” (Lund & Melheim 2011:453): “Consider-
ing the fact that the ship decoration points towards Scandinavia, it seems 
possible that the neck rings were produced in the Hadeland area, alter-
natively in nearby Sweden”, and they are open to the idea that the local 
copper oxide ore was used (cf. Melheim 2012; Ling et al. 2013, 2014).

From the analyses of the metal in the objects and of the techniques 
used to manufacture them, it is evident that what at first glance seems to 
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be a homogeneous object or an assemblage, in fact could have a complex 
heterogeneous cultural biography (see also Frieman 2012 for other simi-
lar cases). The three neck-rings, for example, were typologically identi-
cal, but different techniques were used to produce each of them. X-ray 
analyses of the animal figurines showed that different parts of their bod-
ies had been joined together using iron rivets. Moreover, different copper 
sources were used in different body parts. The bodies of the animals have 
their closest parallels in finds from central Germany. The heads show 
some clear resemblance to the animal figurines from the Faardal hoard 
from Viborg in Jutland in Denmark, which are usually dated to period 
V (Glob 1961). We know that similar animal heads in bronze circulated 
in other parts of Scandinavia, for instance, in Scania in the southern-
most part of Sweden (Goldhahn 1999:168). However, as the analyses of 
the animal figurines show, the different parts of the animals had differ-
ent origins and age, and probably also different stories and biographies 
attached to them. Lund and Melheim (2011:442–443): “The heads had 
originally been made for and used in one context, and then circulated 
for more than two centuries before being united with the bodies.”

Merging different body parts to create a new entity, or entities, shows 
that both the content and the many meanings that were attached to cer-
tain objects were fluid and could be altered and changed through the 
intricate memory practices that were attached to the handling of the ob-
jects, that is, through their cultural biography. It goes without saying, 
then, that the careful gathering of different objects with different origins, 
histories and biographies, and the deposition together must be consid-

Figure 15. The Vestby hoard. Photo: Eirik Irgens Johnsen. Published with the kind per-
mission of the Cultural Historical Museum, Oslo University.
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ered as a deliberate act where the whole was greater than the sum of its 
parts (Figure 16). Lund and Melheim (2011:447) argue: “Each stage in 
the biography of objects, is associated with humans, whose own biog-
raphy is interwoven with the history of the artefacts. In this sense the 
history of persons is embedded in the objects.”

Lund and Melheim present a thought-provoking interpretation of 
the Vestby hoard, and at first there seems to be little to add to it. Fol-
lowing the train of thought presented in this paper, it could be argued 
that it was similar kinds of objects to those from the Vestby hoard that 
could gain power, a biography, and become animated, and, maybe also 
engraved. The latter is, of course, speculative by nature. However, the 
“goat-horse-deer” animals from the Vestby hoard, with their long and 
twisted horns (Figure 17), are literally such unique animal figurines that 
they would be easy to detect if they were materialized in stone. The only 
images I have come across, after studying the north European Bronze 
Age rock art assemblage for more than 20 years, that resemble these 

Figure 16. “The whole is greater than the sum of the parts.” Sketch of the Vestby ob-
jects biographies as interpreted by Lund and Melheim (2011, 457): “A new totality was 
created by the particular arrangement of the Vestby hoard. Each of the objects carried 
references to the cosmology of their time and each had a specific biography. Through 
the act of deposition these intrinsic values were linked to the place. Thus, an accumu-
lation of biographies took place, which also involved the biographies of the many per-
sons involved in the production, ownership, use, and deposition of the objects.” Source: 
Lund & Melheim 2011, published with their kind permission.
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animal figurines come from RAÄ 13 in Svarteborg parish in Bohuslän 
(Figure 18), a place that the “ageing” animal figurines probably had to 
pass on their path from their origins to their place of deposition at Vestby 
in Hadeland (see Figure 1).

The four animal images from Svarteborg are depicted with pro-
nounced horns that demonstrate some evident conscientious resem-

Figure 17. The animal figurine from the Vestby hoard. Source: Johansen 1981.

Figure 18. Tracing by Tommy Andersson and Andreas Toreld of the rock art panel RAÄ 
13 in Svarteborg parish in Bohuslän. Source: www.hallristning.se.
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blance to the bronze figurines from the Vestby hoard (Figures 15–18). 
To my knowledge, these rock art motifs are the only one of their kind, 
which may indicate that it is the specific animated objects from Vestby 
that are depicted (cf. Kaul 1998, 2004; Fredell 2003; Franck 2004). The 
images are placed above a fully armed boat with warriors equipped with 
axes in their hands. The boat is adorned with animal heads at stern and 
aft, and the boat also seems to carry a sun symbol (Figure 18). Accord-
ing to the local and regional rock art chronology developed by Ling 
(2008:79–84, 102–105), the boat image should be dated to period V, 
which seems plausible if it was the animal figurines from the Vestby 
hoard that are depicted on this panel (cf. Figures 15–18).

ENGRAVED BIOGRAPHIES

This article has tried to develop some new perspectives about the reason 
for engraving objects in stone media during the north European Bronze 
Age. I have tried to demonstrate how a relational materialistic perspec-
tive and a focus on the mutual cultural biographies of humans and ob-
jects can reveal new information about the meaning and significance of 
the phenomenon that we, for want of a better term, call rock art.

Based on the resemblance between rock art engravings and artefacts 
found in closed burial contexts (Figures 2–7), I have argued that these 
images depict animated objects with a biography of their own, bestowed 
with an agency that enables them to act as secondary agents. Judging 
by their contexts, it seems that the engravings were made at the end of 
their life-course, probably after they died or were ritually killed, and 
just before they were burried and commemorated. The context of this 
rock art further suggests that it was the mutual cultural biographies of 
humans and objects that triggered these practices.

Though we find similar depictions of artefacts in other contexts, most 
notably at maritime nodes or third spaces (Figure 10), it can be argued 
that the open-air panels and closed burial contexts are related to dif-
ferent phases of the engraved objects’ life-histories and cultural biogra-
phies. It seems as if the former contexts are related to when Bronze Age 
Argonauts and their animated objects entered or re-entered the social 
realms, while the latter seem to be related to when they died and were 
about to leave the mundane life-worlds. By widening this interpretation 
further and exploring more rock art contexts in time and space, it might 
be possible to distinguish new and other phases of the mutual cultural 
biographies of humans and depicted objects. An obvious starting point 
for such analyses would be to assess how depicted humans and objects 
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relate to each other in different contexts, and how they interact in the 
media of rock art (Figure 10).

Considering Lund and Melheim’s interesting analyses of the Vestby 
hoard, we find more similarities than differences between the memory 
practices that were associated with different media. The careful gathering 
of objects in this hoard, which possessed its own cultural biography, is 
replicated, for instance, in the depictions of scenes with ritual parapherna-
lia and depicted animated objects on rock panels (Figure 10). This urges 
us to re-evaluate the strong and well-maintained boundaries between 
certain subfields within archaeology in general, and, in particular, within 
Bronze Age research (e.g. Goldhahn 2007). A starting point for a similar 
reassessment could be to admit that different kinds of objects had differ-
ent life-courses that enabled them to act and re-enact as secondary agents 
in different contexts and medias. As a consequence, we ought to try to 
capture and merge these contexts to a fuller, richer, and thicker descrip-
tion so that we can start to explore the whole range of mutual cultural 
biographies of humans and objects in the North European Bronze Age.

Finally, it is my opinion that the practices we have considered here, 
depictions of objects in closed burial contexts, and life-size engravings 
of objects on open-air rock art sites at maritime nodes, were exceptional 
and even rare phenomena in the Bronze Age. Neither of these can be 
considered to be common cultural practices. There were literally 10,000 
objects that were deposited in burials without being depicted, and there 
were probably hundreds more objects passing the ports of trade, nodes 
and third spaces, without earning them the right to be depicted on the 
rocks. It might be argued that these facts speak in favour of the inter-
pretation advocated here; that it was renown animated objects with a 
cultural biography that are depicted in the stone media.

The avenue of interpretation above indicates that an all-embracing 
holistic approach that focuses on the mutual biographies of humans and 
objects, which apparently are materialized in different media and con-
texts, can help to raise new questions for our pursuit to explore past and 
present social realms. One way to achieve this is to focus our analyses 
on engraved biographies.
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