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Rock art in south-east Sweden
the local chronology and a wider context

*	 Swedish Rock Art Research Archives/University of Gothenburg (Sweden)

Summary

This paper discusses rock art in south-east Scania, south-east Sweden. Chronological analysis indicates that the material is divided into four 
phases which start at c.1700 BC and end at c. 200 BC. It is argued that each of these phases had its own characteristics and that there were 
turning-points when the character of the rock-art tradition changed. The major conclusion is that there were no specific meanings attached to 
rock-art, but it was a medium used for different purposes over time as society changed.

Riassunto

L’articolo esamina l’arte rupestre della Scania, Svezia sud-orientale. L’analisi cronologica indica che il materiale è diviso in quattro fasi collo-
cabili fra il 1700 a.C. e il 200 a.C. circa. Viene illustrato come ognuna di queste fasi abbia avuto le caratteristiche proprie e con punti di svolta 
in coincidenza con il cambiamento di carattere nella tradizione dell’arte rupestre. In conclusione l’arte rupestre era un mezzo utilizzato per 
vari scopi che muta al mutare della società che l’ha prodotta.

Peter Skoglund *

This paper discusses the rock art around the town of 
Simrishamn in the south-eastern part of the province 
of Scania, Sweden (Fig. 1). This area holds 27 panels 
with figurative images. In a Scandinavian perspective 
this is a rather limited number of panels, but it stands 
out due to the many 1:1 scale images of metal axes. As 
a result, the region has attracted the interest of various 
scholars since the late 19th century (Bruzelius 1880-82; 
Montelius 1900; Althin 1945; Burenhult 1980; Coles 
1999; Bertilsson 2013; Skoglund 2013). 
Based on a chronological analysis of these panels I will 
argue for a division of the material into four phases. 
Thereafter, I will briefly relate each of these phases to 
a historical context. 

Phase 1, 1700–1400 BC
The revised ship chronology developed by Flemming 
Kaul (1998) and Johan Ling (2008, 2013) (Fig. 2), com-
plemented by studies of axe motifs and other datable 
images on the panels are an important starting point 
for the following discussion. 
The beginning of the rock-art tradition in south-east 
Scania is defined by the occurrence of carvings resem-
bling the flanged axes in use during the Late Neolith-
ic II and the Montelius period I of the Bronze Age, c. 
1950–1500 BC (Vandkilde 1996). These kinds of axes 
occur on four sites, namely Simrishamn 15, 16, 18 and 
23 (numbers according to the Ancient Monument Reg-
ister; www.fmis.se) (Althin 1945, Taf. 1; Almgren 1987). 
The axes represent various types, but the rather point-
ed edges of the blade are characteristic for some of 
them (Fig. 3). There are not many well-dated paral-
lels to these axes in the regional record of metal axes. 
However, axes with slightly pointed edges occur in the 
Fjälkinge hoard in north-east Scania, which has been 
dated by Helle Vandkilde as very late in the sequence 

of Late Neolithic II hoards, 1950-1700 BC (Vandkilde 
1996, pp. 148–149). 
Outside of Scandinavia there is an interesting parallel 
to some of the axes with pointed edges in the material 
from England dating to the Arreton-phase. The Arre-
ton type of axe is crescent shaped with pointed edges 
and dates to 1750-1500 BC which equates to Montelius 
period I, 1700-1500 BC (Needham et al. 1997). 
Another argument favoring the beginning of the 
rock-art tradition to around 1700 BC is the occur-
rence of ships of the Rørby type which appear in 
close connection to axes with pointed edges in 
south-east Scania. The Rørby ships are character-
ized by a horizontal or slightly upturned keel ex-
tension and significantly inturned prows (Fig. 2, 1). 
This kind of ship occurs in one instance on a metal 
item, namely on the famous sword from Rørby at 
Sealand in Denmark dated to 1600–1500 BC (Kaul 
1998, pp. 73–79). 
Thus both the axe images and the ship images have 
their oldest parallels in metalwork from the period 
1700-1500 BC. 
In summary, this phase is characterized by axes of the 
Beddinge type as well as other kinds of flanged axes, 
ships of the Rørby type, and additionally, human im-
ages, axes, footprints and circle images.

Phase 2, 1400 – 1100 BC
The start of this phase is marked by the introduction 
of the horse motif in Scandinavian Bronze Age iconog-
raphy. It should be noted that the horse was already 
used as a draught animal in the earlier phase, as indi-
cated by rare finds of bridle cheek-pieces and ferrules 
(Vandkilde 2014). Around 1400 BC the horse gained a 
stronger positon in rituals and was commonly repro-
duced in iconography, for example on the handle of 
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razors (Kaul 2013a; Kaul 2013b, p. 157). This dating of 
the horse motif has implications not only for the dating 
of the horse images and horse drawn chariots, but also 
for ships ending in horses’ heads which postdate 1400 
BC (Fig. 2, 6) (Ling 2013, pp. 53–59). 
Another feature associated with this phase is the pal-
stave with slightly outturned blades differentiating 
it from the socketed axe which displays a straighter 
outline. On this basis, and following Nordén in his ac-
count of the Norrköping axes (1925, p. 138), the identi-
fication of the axes at Järrestad 13 and Gislöv 8 as pal-
staves rather than socketed axes is justified. 

Phase 3, 1100 – 800 BC
This phase is only represented on two sites where the 
ships were made in a slightly different style compared 
to the previous phase. The prows rise almost vertically 
ending in a stylized horse or bird’s head. The keel exten-
sion is asymmetrical and rises in the fore (Fig. 2, 11). 

Phase 4, 800 – 200 BC
This phase is characterized by the introduction of 
swords with winged chapes (metal tip for a scabbard). 
They exist as a unique feature at Järrestad in south-east 
Scania (Fig. 4), but are numerous in the provinces of 
Bohuslän, Sweden, and Østfold, Norway (Vogt 2006).
A starting point in this discussion is the outline of the 
chape. In the Scandinavian rock-art material it is boat- 
or wing shaped in correspondence to type A1-A3 in 
Pare 1991. As demonstrated by Christopher Pare, 
these kinds of chapes are exclusively associated to 
the Gündlingen type swords (1991). The Gündlingen 
swords are related to Hallstatt C0; a transitional phase 
between Hallstatt B and C covering the time-span c. 
800-750 BC (Friedrich, Hennig 1996; Jensen 1997; Hen-
nig 2001; Fontijn, Fokkens 2007).
The riders, which are found standing on horses at Jär-
restad, should also be attributed to phase 4 (Fig. 5). 
They resemble riders found on Pomerian face urns, 
even though they differ in details (Althin 1945, p. 78; 
Huth 2003, Taf. 29, 30, 39). Another association in-
volves the images of people actually sitting on horses 
which, in Bohuslän, are found in contexts that could 
be dated to the early Pre-Roman Iron Age, 500-200 BC 
(Kaul 2003). 
The ship is represented by several different types 
during this period. In the beginning of the period the 
outturned prow sometimes ending in an elaborated 
horse’s head is a typical feature (Fig. 2, 12). During pe-
riod VI the asymmetrical ships are replaced by sym-
metrical ships, some of which closely resemble the 
Hjortspring ship (Bengtsson 2013): the oldest Scandi-
navian wooden ship dating to c. 400 BC (Fig. 2, 16). 
In the following, the four phases of rock-art in south-
east Scania will be related to a broader north-European 
perspective.

The maritime character of the early rock-art, 1700-
1400 BC
There is a distinct increase in the consumption of metal 
in south Scandinavia around 1600 BC (Vandkilde 1996; 
Vandkilde 2014). Oscar Montelius already pointed 

out that the raw materials used in Scandinavian met-
alwork came from abroad, despite the fact that there 
were copper sources in the Scandinavian Peninsula. 
This assumption has gained support from recent lead 
isotope analysis carried out by Johan Ling and his team 
on a number of Swedish bronze items. The analysis in-
dicates that there was no indigenous copper mining 
in Scandinavia, but the copper came from overseas, in 
particular from Central Europe and the western part 
of the Mediterranean (Ling  et al. 2013, Ling et al. 2014).  
In a larger geographical framework it is evident that 
the Simrishamn-area holds a very strategic position 
as a nodal point in the southern Baltic. It is located at 
a crossroad of sea-routes where one route from the 
mouth of River Oder crossed the Baltic – using the is-
land of Bornholm as a stepping stone – ending up in 
south-east Scania where it met another sea route, fol-
lowing the Swedish coast line. 
Long-distance trade would have required organization 
with meeting places where people could meet, negoti-
ate, and exchange goods. Given its strategic position in 
a larger geographical context, the area in question south 
of Simrishamn is a good candidate for such a meeting 
place. Thus it seems possible to give the coastal panels, 
dominated by ships and axe motifs dating to phase 1, a 
rather straight forward interpretation: they can be seen 
as the outcome of rituals related to the passage of ships 
and the loading, unloading and distribution of their 
cargo including metal and metal axes (compare Ma-
linowski 1922; Ling 2008; Wehlin 2013). 

A wider use of the ship image, 1400-1100 BC
The period from c. 1400 BC is contemporary to an in-
crease in the quantity of metalwork. The richness of 
the Nordic Bronze age in Montelius period II and III, 
1500-1100 BC, is usually explained by southward am-
ber trade in exchange for metal. These long distance 
contacts brought with them influences and ideas from 
far abroad (Kristiansen, Larsson 2005; Kaul 2013a). 
The revitalization of the rock art tradition around 1400 
BC should probably be seen in this light. 
The start of phase 2 is set to 1400 BC and this displays 
both similarities and differences to phase 1. On an 
overall level there is continuity with the same types 
of images in use both in phase 1 and phase 2. How-
ever, the contexts of the images are different; an idea 
that becomes clear when looking at the distribution 
of axe images. Instead of having coastal locations like 
the flanged axes in phase 1, the palstaves occurring in 
phase 2 are located further inland without visual con-
tact to the sea (Fig. 6a-b). A similar change is also noted 
when looking at the distribution of ship images (Fig. 
6c-d). The number of ship images close to the sea de-
creases and they also appear in new contexts further 
inland. Noteworthy ships and axe motifs now also oc-
cur on panels that are part of grave constructions. 
Following Sherry Ortner’s work on key-symbols 
(1973), it seems reasonable to regard the axe and the 
ship motifs as key-symbols (compare Sjöstrand 2011). 
Key symbols have many characteristics, one being 
that they can be used in many various contexts and 
situations; they are able to summarize many different 
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aspects into one symbol. For example, a flag may rep-
resent a nation, the inhabitants of the country, the his-
tory of the nation etc. In a similar way we may think of 
the use of the ship and axe motifs during this phase as 
symbols summarizing a variety of different meanings.

Decline in the number of images, 1100-800 BC 
Around 1100 BC there was a decrease in the number of 
panels. The number of sites decreases from 14 to 2. The 
declining activity is also significant when discussing 
motifs instead of panels: there are just eight ships on 
the two panels compared the c. 130 motifs attributed 
to the subsequent phase 4, and the c. 500 motifs that 
can be attributed to the earlier phases 1 and 2. The de-
crease in activity from phase 2 to phase 3 is thus sig-
nificant, both when it comes to the number of sites and 
the number of motifs. 
Changes in the visual tradition around 1100 BC may be 
related to influences from the Central European Urn-
field cultures, where only a limited number of symbols 
expressed in metals were seen by the public. The figu-
rative art of the Urnfield culture is restricted to mainly 
birds, ships and circle motifs; the focus on ships purely 
in the rock art may be the result of these connections.

A new iconography 800-200 BC
Similarly to the previous phase, the number of panels 
is very limited in phase 4 and only consists of three 
panels. However, the number of images increases 
from c. 8 in the previous period to c. 130. 
There is a marked concentration of images at the Jär-
restad site, situated c. 5 kilometres inland from the sea 
(Skoglund 2013). This site was probably not in use in 
phase 3, but the activities seem to start with the produc-
tion of a larger human image around 800 BC. This im-
age bears a sword with a winged scabbard: something 
that is not found in the local archaeological record but 
was an influence from emerging Hallstatt C cultures on 
the Continent or from the British Isles (Fig. 4). 

We should probably view the six riders that occur on 
the panel in a similar way (Fig. 5). Here we see a rider 
expressed in Scanian rock-art for the first time. There 
is a clear emphasis on the riders controlling the horses 
by holding back their heads with a bridle. This dem-
onstrates knowledge of the art of riding in contrast to 
earlier rock-art depictions of horse drawn chariots or 
horses’ heads being displayed as part of a ship. 
At Järrestad, both the persons and the horses are de-
picted in full length and there is a clear emphasis on 
the riders controlling the horses by holding back their 
heads with a bridle. This may be associated with an 
increased use of horses in connection with warfare in 
Hallstatt C.

Summary and coclusions

The aim of this paper was to demonstrate the histori-
cal character of rock-art in south-east Scania, Sweden, 
which underwent several profound changes over its 
1,500 year existence. It started out around 1700 BC pri-
marily as an activity in the maritime realm, but motifs 
like the ship and the axe, hitherto having a clear con-
nection to the sea shore, expanded into areas further 
away from the sea, gained a wider significance in con-
temporary society around 1400 BC. There is a break in 
the tradition around 1100 BC as the number of panels 
and the number of motifs decreases and focus moved 
to the ship motif. This may be related to the expansion 
of the Urnfields where only a rather restricted reper-
toire of motifs were expressed in public. Around 800 
BC there was revitalization of the tradition as new mo-
tifs were added such as the warrior and the rider on 
the Järrestad panel. These new elements were partly 
the result of contact between south Scandinavia and 
the emerging Hallstatt cultures. 
The major conclusion to be drawn from this study is 
that there is no specific meaning attached to rock-art, 
but it was a medium that could be used for different 
purposes as society changed through time. 

References

Almgren B.
1987	 Die Datierung bronzezeitlicher Felszeichnungen in Westschweden, 

Uppsala, Uppsala Universitet. 
Althin C.-A.
1945	 Studien zu den bronzezeitlichen Felszeichnungen von Skåne 1–2, 

Lund, Gleerup.
Bengtsson L.
2013	 Rock art ships as a method for dating, in Bergerbrant S., Sabatini 

S. (eds), Counterpoint: essays in archaeology and heritage studies in 
honour of professor Kristian Kristiansen, in «BAR», pp. 253-258.

Bertilsson U.
2013	 Footprints on the rock faces - following the tracks of cosmological ar-

chetypes and pictograms for millennia of prehistory, in Bergerbrant 
S., Sabatini S. (eds), Counterpoint: essays in archaeology and heri-
tage studies in honour of professor Kristian Kristiansen, in «BAR», 
pp. 243-252.

Bruzelius N.G.
1880-1882	 Hällristningarna i Järrestads härad i Skåne, in «Antik-

varisk tidskrift för Sverige» 6(5), pp, 1–22.  
Burenhult G.
1980	 Götalands hällristningar (utom Göteborgs och Bohus län samt 

Dalsland), Stockholm, Stockholm University.
Coles J.
1999	 The dancer on the rock: record and analysis at Järrestad, Sweden, in 

«Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society» 65, pp. 167-87.

Fontijn D., Fokkens H.
2007	 The emergence of early Iron Age ‘chieftains’ graves in the southern 

Netherlands: reconsidering transformations in burial and deposi-
tional practices, in Haselgrove C., Pope R. (eds), The Earlier Iron 
Age in Britain and the Near Continent, Oxford, Oxbow, pp. 354–
373.

Friedrich M., Hennnig H.
1996	 A dendrodate for the Wehringen Iron Age wagon grave (778±5BC) 

in relation to other recently obtained absolute dates for the period in 
southern Germany, in «Journal of European Archaeology» 4, pp. 
281–303.

Hennnig H.
2001	 Gräber der Hallstattzeit in Bayerisch-Schwaben, Stuttgart, Theiss. 
Huth C.
2003	 Menschenbilder und Menschenbild: anthropomorphe Bildwerke der 

frühen Eisenzeit, Berlin, Reimer.
Jensen J.
1997	 Fra bronze- til jernalder: en kronologisk undersøgelse, Copenhagen, 

Det Kongelige Nordiske Oldskriftselskab.
Kaul F.
1998	 Ships on bronzes: a study in Bronze Age religion and iconography, 

Copenhagen, The National Museum.
2003	 The Hjortspring boat and ship iconography of the Bronze Age and 

Early Pre-Roman Iron Age, in Crumlin-Pedersen O., Trakadas A. 
(eds), 2003, Hjortspring: a Pre-Roman Iron-Age warship in context, 
Roskilde, The Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde, pp. 187–207.



270

Peter Skoglund
ROCK ART IN SOUTH-EAST SWEDEN – THE LOCAL CHRONOLOGY AND A WIDER CONTEXT

2013a The Nordic razor and the Mycenaean lifestyle, in «Antiquity» 87, 
pp. 461–472.

2013b The One edged razor - northernmost and southernmost, in Mahler 
D.M. (ed), The border of Farming Shetland and Scandinavia. Neo-
lithic and Bronze Age farming, Copenhagen, Rosendahls-Schultz 
Grafisk, pp. 156-176.

Kristiansen K., Larsson T.B.
2005	 The rise of Bronze Age society: travels, transmissions and transfor-

mations. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.
LING J.
2008	 Elevated rock art: towards a maritime understanding of Bronze Age 

rock art in northern Bohuslän, Sweden, Gothenburg, Gothenburg 
University. 

2013	 Rock-art and seascapes in Uppland, Oxford, Oxbow.
Ling J., Hjärthner-Holdar E., Grandin L., Billström K., Persson P.-O.
2012	 Moving Metals or Indigenous Mining? Provenancing Scandina-

vian Bronze Age Artefacts by Lead Isotopes and Trace Elements, in 
«Journal of Archaeological Science» 40, pp. 291–304.

Ling J., Stos-Gale J., Grandin I., Billström K.E., Hjärthner-Holdar 
E., Persson P.-O.

2014	 Moving Metals II: Provenancing Scandinavian Bronze Age Arte-
facts by Lead Isotope and Elemental Analyses, in «Journal of Ar-
chaeological Science» 41, pp. 106–32.

Malinowski B.
1922	 Argonauts of the Western Pacific: an account of native enterprise 

and adventure in the archipelagoes of Melanesian, New Guinea 
London, Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Montelius O.
1900	 Die Chronologie der ältesten Bronzezeit in Nord-Deutschland und 

Skandinavien, Braunschweig, Vieweg.

Needham S., Bronk-Ramsey C., Coombs D., Cartwright C., Pettit P.
1997	 An independent chronology for British Bronze Age metalwork: The 

results of the Oxford Radiocarbon Accelrator programme, in «Ar-
chaeological Journal» 154, pp. 55–107.

Nordén A.
1925	 Östergötlands bronsålder, Uppsala, Uppsala Universitet. 
Ortner S.
1973	 On key symbols, in «American Anthropologist» 75(5), pp. 1338-

1346. 
Pare C.
1991	 Swords, wagon-graves and the beginning of the early Iron Age in 

Central Europe, Marburg, Philipps-Universität Marburg.
Sjöstrand Y.
2011	 Med älgen i huvudrollen. Om fångstgropar, hällbilder och skärvs-

tensvallar i mellersta Norrland, Stockholm, Stockholm Univer-
sity.

Skoglund P.
2013	 Iron Age Rock-Art: A View from Järrestad in South East Sweden, in 

«European Journal of Archaeology» 16 (4), 685–703.
Vandkilde H.
1996	 From stone to bronze: the metalwork of the late Neolithic and earliest 

Bronze Age in Denmark, Århus, Aarhus university Press.
Vandkilde H.
2014	 Breakthrough of the Nordic Bronze Age: Transcultural Warriorhood 

and a Carpathian Crossroad in the Sixteenth Century BC, in «Euro-
pean Journal of Archaeology» 17 (4), pp. 602–633.

Vogt D.
2006	 Helleristninger i Østfold og Bohuslän: en analyse av det økonomiske 

og politiske landskap Oslo, Oslo University.
Wehlin J.
2013	 Östersjöns skeppssättningar: monument och mötesplatser under 

yngre bronsålder, Göteborg, University of Gothenburg.

Fig. 1 - The position of the Simrishamn area in south-east Sweden.  Fig. 2 - Rock-art from Bohuslän chronologically determined in rela-
tion to shoreline dating: 1–10, ship depictions from the EBA (1700-
1100 BC); 11–14, ship depictions from the LBA (1100-500 BC); 15–17, 
ship depictions from the early PRIA (500-200 BC). Copyright J. Ling. 
From Ling 2008: 105.
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Fig. 3 - Representation of miniature human holding an actual-size 
axe, Simrishamn 23. Frottage Dietrich Evers 1970. Source: Swedish 
Rock Art Research Archives. SHFA id: 2356.

Fig. 4 - The larger human figure at Järrestad. Note the fork-like end-
ing of the sword interpreted as a winged scabbard, Järrestad 13. 
Frottage: Swedish Rock Art Research Archives/Österlens museum, 
2008. Source: Swedish Rock Art Research Archives. SHFA id: 276. 

Fig. 5 - Two out of the six riders at Järrestad. Note the very clear depiction of the bridles. Järrestad 13. Photo: C. Bertilsson 2008. Source: Swed-
ish Rock Art Research Archives. SHFA id: 3982.
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Fig. 6a - Distribution of axes images dating to phase 1 (1700-1400 
BC). Image: Peter Skoglund.

Fig. 6b - Distribution of axe images dating to phase 2 (1400-1100 BC). 
Image: Peter Skoglund.

Fig. 6c - Distribution of ship images dating to phase 2 (1400-1100 
BC). Image: Peter Skoglund.

Fig. 6d - Distribution of axe images dating to phase 2 (1400-1100 BC). 
Image: Peter Skoglund.


