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Explorations in social memory –
rock art, landscape and the reuse of place

Recent rock art research has provided new perspectives on the meaning of rock art, particularly 
in relation to religion, ritual, and cosmology (e.g. Goldhahn 1999, 2006; Helskog 1999; 
Fredell 2003; Nordenborg Myhre 2005; Syvertsen 2003, 2005; Wold 2005). In this paper, 
I will explore yet another perspective, the concept of social memory in relation to rock art, 
based on two case studies from West Norway and Central Norway (Fig. 1 and 11). Rock art 
dated to the Late Mesolithic, the Neolithic (6400–1700 BC) and the Bronze Age (1700–500 
BC) will be discussed. There are two traditions of rock art in Scandinavia, ”hunter’s rock art”, 
dated to the Stone Age, and “agrarian rock art”, dated to the Bronze Age and Iron Age. Here, 
the terms Stone Age rock art and Bronze Age/Iron Age rock art will be used.

Our experience of the present depends on our knowledge of the past (Connerton 1989). 
Rock art sites have been used and reused and are places where the past in terms of earlier 
carvings would have existed in the present. Social memory is “(…) an expression of collective 
experience: social memory identifies a group, giving it a sense of its past and defining its 
aspirations for the future” (Fentress & Wickham 1992:25). Several types of memory can be 
distinguished: personal memory, which is related to personal experiences in the past; cognitive 
memory, remembering knowledge that one does not need to have experienced; and “habit-
memory”, remembering through reproducing a performance or action, such as swimming, 
riding a bike, etc. (Connerton 1989:22p). These types of memory are all linked to individuals 
– this is how individuals remember. As memory is a mental act, how can societies remember 
(Fentress & Wickham 1992:ix; Alcock 2002:15)? Memory is both collective and personal 
– it is subjective and individual, but is also structured by language, images, collectively held 
ideas and experiences shared with other people, effectively making memory social (Fentress 
& Wickham 1992:7). Memory must also be transmitted and articulated in order to be social, 
and methods of transmitting are through speech, rituals and body language (ibid:47). Social 
memory is closely linked to both personal and group identity; although experience shapes a 
person’s memories and personal identity, groups are a stable frame for identity and memory, 
providing individuals with frameworks where memories are localised (ibid:37). 

In order to create a collective identity, determining who belongs to that identity is necessary 
(Straub 2002:68). Memory is composed of images, speech, experiences, and emotions. Images 
are metaphors, they contain information that persons with the same cultural identity can 
“read” and understand. Metaphors involve taking a term from one frame of reference and 
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using it within a different frame of reference (Tilley 1999:4). The metaphor links individuals 
and groups in that it refers to specific cultural knowledge, hence metaphors may not be 
understood by someone who is not a member of a specific cultural group (ibid:9). Identity 
and metaphors are thus closely linked, and this creates a basis for constructing a collective 
experience and social memory. Like metaphors, images have important cultural connotations, 
but they have to be simple enough that everyone can understand them. Complex images 
are proportionately difficult to understand (Fentress & Wickham 1992; Bradley 1997). In 
the case of rock art, this would mean that simple motifs would have contained information 
available to a larger group, while complex motifs may have contained specialised information 
only understood by a small number of people. 

According to Paul Connerton (1989), there are two types of social practice: inscribing practices, 
where memory is stored in books, computers etc. and incorporating practices, where memory 
is stored through bodily activity or presence (Connerton 1989:72 p). The latter is associated 
with commemorative practices and ceremonies that are performative. Social memory is found 
in commemorative ceremonies, such as rituals, where repetition accentuates continuity with 
the past (ibid:44 p). Rituals are a formalised method of remembering or commemoration. 
Traditions are created and upheld by ritual, however, at some point, the origins of a particular 
tradition may be forgotten, or the tradition changes, without people being aware of the process 
(e.g. Bell 1992:118). Rock art can be seen as an inscribed practice. However, making rock art 
or performing rituals at a rock art site can be considered as incorporating practices. 

Landscape, memory, monument
Memory is preserved by referring to the material world - mental spaces refer to the material 
spaces that a group occupies (Connerton 1989; Fentress & Wickham 1992:37; Taçon 
1994; Ingold 2000:122 p; Stewart & Strathern 2003:4 p). Social memory cannot exist 
without reference to a specific spatial framework (Halbwachs 1992). Personal memories are 
often attached to specific places, and memories may be triggered by places or actions. The 
landscape consists of places and topographical features imbued with meaning and linked to 
social memory. For instance, water is the dominating landscape element in coastal Norway. 
The majority of rock art is found near water, or near paths or other lines of communication 
(Mandt Larsen 1972; Mandt 1978, 1991, 2002; Wrigglesworth 2000, 2002, 2005). Water 
appears to be an important element in the location of rock art, in both the Stone Age and the 
Bronze Age, and it may have played an important part in structuring the perception of the 
world. It is no coincidence that the ship is the dominating motif in coastal Norway. Although 
water is a natural element and maritime activities were an everyday occurrence, water may still 
have had significance in terms of social memory. The sea is a vital means of communication 
and transportation, and would have been essential in terms of acquiring bronze and other 
commodities as well as new ideas.

Places may be marked by monuments. The term “monument” comes from Latin “memore” 
which means to remind (Bradley 1993:2, 2002). Monuments are to all intents and purposes 
about remembering, commemoration. Through monuments, the past exists in the present 
and in the future. Monuments are meant to last; they are eternal and timeless, and as such 
are fundamental in the transmission and maintenance of social memory. They are also a 
means of communication – ideas, cultural and social identity can be communicated through 
monuments. Yet neither their meaning nor their form is fixed, the meaning of a monument 
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may change drastically from the time of its construction (e.g. Barrett 1999; Bradley 1993, 
2000; Edmonds 1999). New ideas are legitimised through references to the past. By referring 
to the past, traditions are upheld or given new meaning; however, traditions may also be 
constructed in order to create continuity where none existed (Edmonds 1999). In either case, 
the past is essential in legitimising ideas and traditions.

Rock art sites generally show stylistic and chronological variation, indicating modification 
over time: stylistically different motifs, changing techniques, re-carving older images, or 
superimposed images. Different sites have different points of completion – some have only two 
or three images, likely made within a short period; at other sites there are scores of stylistically 
different images that have been created over a very long period, perhaps centuries. 

Moving through the landscape, passers-by would have seen monuments such as barrows and 
rock art sites and might have associated them with certain persons or groups. This could have 
applied to other places as well - places that had no monuments but had specific associations, 
e.g. to mythical or historical events. Some places might have been associated with specific 
rituals and as a result would have been significant. Such places would consequently have 
served as constant reminders of communal history and mythology, shaping and maintaining 
social memory. 

How is social memory expressed through rock art in the Bronze Age? I have selected two 
separate regions, Hardanger in West Norway and Trøndelag in Central Norway, as case 
studies. Both areas have a large amount of rock art as well as other material culture from the 
Bronze Age. A comparison between the two regions may give an idea as to how social memory 
works in different areas.

Hardanger, West Norway
The area known as Hardanger has a large concentration of Bronze Age rock art, mainly 
concentrated along the Hardanger fjord system (Fig. 1). The landscape is hilly and is 
characterised by narrow strips of arable land wedged between the fjord and the mountains. 
The rock art sites are spread along the fjord in the lowland, quite close to the sea. Most cup-
mark sites are located on the steep hillsides, near paths leading up to the mountains or in the 
mountains, near summer farms. The rock art is found on outcrops and boulders, near the sea, 
between approx. 10 and 40 metres above sea level. Most of the rock art in Hardanger can be 
dated to the Bronze Age; only two sites have been dated to the Stone Age (Mandt Larsen 1972; 
Bakka 1973). However, as their location in the landscape is identical to that of the Bronze Age 
art, they will be included here. Seven sites comprising eight panels will be discussed.

The sites are located to the north of the Hardanger fjord; all are found at the foot of a hill or 
large outcrop, and the rock art is found on vertical panels. In general, sites are located on more 
or less horizontal or slanted surfaces or boulders. This means that vertical panels are unusual; 
consequently, it is interesting to find seven such sites over a relatively small distance and along 
the same coastline. These sites have several points in common apart from the vertical surface. 
They are located at the foot of medium-sized hills or large outcrops, close to the sea. The 
dominating motifs are boats (of a type dated to the Early Bronze Age, although this does not 
apply to all sites) and the oldest carvings appear to be located at the top of the panel, getting 
progressively younger near the bottom. 



150

Melanie Wrigglesworth

Figure 1. The Hardangerfjord area. 1=Rykkje, 2=Fonnaland, 3=Vangdal 1-2, 4=Linga, 5= Berge,  
6= Hammarhaug, 7=Halhjem. 

Site Motifs Date

Berge Boats, concentric rings, crosses, spiral Early and Late Bronze Age

Fonnaland Boats Bronze Age

Halhjem Boats, cup-marks, rings Late Bronze Age

Hammarhaug Boats Late Bronze Age

Linga Boats Early and Late Bronze age

Vangdal 1 Boats Early Bronze Age

Vangdal 2 Deer, anthropomorphs, geometric designs Stone Age (Mesolithic?)

Rykkje Deer Stone Age (Mesolithic?)

Figure 2. Vertical rock art sites along the Hardangerfjord.

The Early Bronze Age type of boat, classified as type A1 by Gro Mandt (1991), has a square 
hull, flat keel and the stern is either straight or at a slight angle (Fig. 3). Type B1 boats are also 
found at some of the sites, this type is identical to type A1, except that it has no gunwale and 
is most likely a variety of type A1. The A1 boat is commonly found at a small number of sites 
in West Norway and Central Norway, and is similar to boats dated to the Stone Age (Sognnes 
1987; Mandt 1991). Consequently, this type has been seen as a development of the Stone 
Age design and has been dated to the very beginning of the Bronze Age. A1 type boats have 
been recorded in the burial chamber in a barrow, Mjeltehaugen, Northwest Norway, dated 
to the Early Bronze Age (Linge 2004, 2005; Mandt 1983). Rock carvings are notoriously 
difficult to date; however, contemporary decorated bronze artefacts as well as shoreline data 
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may indicate an approximate date (Kaul 1998; Sognnes 2003; Ling 2005). Here, Gro Mandt’s 
chronological typology (Mandt Larsen 1972; Mandt 1991) will be used. 

Figure 3. A1 type boats at Vangdal 1 (Mandt Larsen 1972, Pl. 37).

Rykkje
The site is located at the foot of a hill, ending in a small cliff near a red deer track (Gjerde 
1998:71). Only one carving is recorded at Rykkje, a depiction of a deer. The site is easily 
accessible; it is visible from a large area and commands a wide view as well. Bronze Age 
carvings, now lost, were found in the area in the early 20th century (Mandt Larsen 1972).

Figure 4. Rykkje. The arrow indicates the carving. Photo: M. Wrigglesworth.

Vangdal
The site (Fig. 5) consists of three panels, two of which are found at the top and the foot of a 
large outcrop. The third panel is placed at some distance from the outcrop, and is of uncertain 
date. The highest panel is Vangdal 2, situated precariously on the edge of the outcrop. The 
motifs are deer, anthropomorphs and geometrical designs. Based on shoreline data as well as 
typology, the carvings may have been produced in the Late Mesolithic (Bakka 1973; Gjerde 
1998). Vangdal 1 is located at the foot of the outcrop, and consists of boats type A1/B1, 
suggesting an Early Bronze Age date; and possibly that the carvings were made within a 
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relatively short period. One boat appears to have been re-carved, indicating repeated visits to 
the site. The outcrop is a dominating feature in the landscape and is visible from a considerable 
distance from the fjord, but not necessarily when moving on land. The outcrop does not face 
the sea directly. With a higher shoreline than at present, Vangdal would have been a good 
landing place for boats. 

Figure 5. Vangdal. The arrows indicate the location of the rock carvings. Photo: M. Wrigglesworth.

Fonnaland
The site consists of three boats of general Bronze Age date, most likely Late Bronze Age. The 
panel is located at the foot of a small hill that ends in a cliff, facing the water and commanding 
a wide view of the fjord. It is accessible and visible from the fjord. 

Figure 6. Fonnaland. The arrow indicates the rock carvings. Photo: M. Wrigglesworth.
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Linga
The site is located on a small outcrop that does not face the water directly. More than 70 boats are 
depicted on the rock, most of which are Mandt’s type A1, dating the site to the Early Bronze Age. 
The remaining boats can be dated to the Late Bronze Age. The outcrop is small and less dominant 
in the landscape; although the place would have been visible from a distance, the outcrop itself 
might not be as easy to spot. The site is accessible and has a wide view of the fjord. 

Figure 7. Linga. Note the relation to the sea and the similarities to Vangdal. Photo: M. Wrigglesworth.

Berge
The site is located at the foot of a small 
mountain. The site commands a wide view, 
facing the fjord. The small mountain is visible 
from a great distance and is a dominant 
feature in the surrounding landscape. Three 
B1 type boats are recorded, about 4 metres 
above ground and set slightly apart from the 
other images. The remaining boats are of Late 
Bronze Age types; some may possibly be dated 
to the Early Iron Age. A small excavation in 
front of the panel revealed deposits of sand 
and charcoal, which were radiocarbondated 
to the Early Iron Age (Lødøen 2005:203). 
This does not necessarily indicate the date of 
the rock art, although some carvings could 
well have been made in the Early Iron Age. 
The site is easily accessible; however, based 
on the excavation and shoreline data (Gjerde 
1998, 2002; Lødøen 2005), it is likely that at 
times the site was only accessible by boat. 

 Figure 8. Berge.Photo: M. Wrigglesworth.
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Hammarhaug
This site is located at the foot of a small hill, and the location in the landscape is identical 
to Berge. The site faces the sea, which would have been very close to the hill. The motifs are 
several boats of Late Bronze Age date. 

Figure 9. Hammarhaug. Photo: M. Wrigglesworth.

Halhjem
This site is not located in Hardanger, but further to the north in Bjørnefjord. I have included 
it here because the panel is vertical and thus similar to the sites mentioned above. The site is 
located at the foot of a very small hill. The location in the landscape differs from the other sites 
– the hill is close to the sea, 
but the rock art was made at 
a point from which the sea 
is not visible. Although the 
site is accessible, the terrain 
slopes down towards the 
panel, effectively creating 
a basin. There is no view 
from the site and it is not 
visible until one gets quite 
close. The motifs are boats, 
cup-marks and rings of Late 
Bronze Age date. 

Figure 10. Halhjem. 
Photo: M. Wrigglesworth.
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The seven sites presented above have specific properties in terms of structure, motifs, and 
location in the landscape. There are no other sites with the same type of motifs on horizontal 
or slanted panels north of the Hardangerfjord. There is no shortage of suitable outcrops, 
which indicates that for some reason, rock carvings had to be made on vertical surfaces. No 
sites south of the fjord have A1 type boats, and their location in the landscape differs slightly 
(cf. Mandt Larsen 1972). If we accept that this type of boat is among the earliest types (Mandt 
1991), then three of the seven sites are the earliest Bronze Age rock art sites in the area. 
Consequently, these sites would have been present in the minds of people at an early stage. As 
there are two Stone Age rock art sites in visible and partially accessible locations in the area, 
it is possible that the locations for the Bronze Age carvings were chosen because of the older 
carvings. As both Stone Age sites are vertical, choosing structurally similar sites could have 
been one way of linking to the past. The stylistic variation at the seven sites also indicates that 
they were repeatedly visited. Sometimes, several hundred years may have passed before new 
carvings were made, as is the case at Berge. Throughout the Bronze Age, people returned to 
these places and in turn, the carvings from the Early Bronze Age would have been perceived 
as the past, made by the ancestors. 

In the case of Vangdal 1 and 2, a continuity of place from the Stone Age to the Bronze Age is 
evident. The same also applies to Linga and Berge, where the presence of A1 type boats and 
Late Bronze Age ships also indicate that the places were continually used. At Rykkje, the now 
lost Bronze Age carvings would indicate some continuity of place here as well. Fonnaland, 
Hammarhaug and Halhjem are different; based on style, they were created in the Late Bronze 
Age and it is difficult to say whether these sites were used over a similarly long period. However, 
I suggest that there is a continuity of place at these sites, based on the properties of the places 
and the structural similarities to Rykkje, Vangdal, Berge and Linga. Although the places may 
not have been used in the Early Bronze Age as far as making rock art is concerned, they might 
have had significance in terms of associations to stories and myths, and images were carved 
at a later stage. Alternatively, these places came into existence because they were structurally 
similar to Vangdal, Berge, Linga, and were thus associated with whatever stories and forces 
that existed at those sites. 

Thus, a likely interpretation is that Vangdal 1, Linga and Berge were the first Bronze Age sites 
in the area, possibly mimicking the older sites Rykkje and Vangdal 2. The sites were re-used 
throughout the Bronze Age, although stylistic variation indicates that rock art was not made 
continually. People may still have come to these places in order to perform rituals, existing 
images might have been painted, or new parts added to old images (cf. Wahlgren 2002). In 
the case of Berge, most images were actually made in the Late Bronze Age. During the Late 
Bronze Age, new sites were created at Fonnaland, Hammarhaug and Halhjem; like the Early 
Bronze Age sites, they have vertical panels and have the same location in the landscape, i.e. 
they are visible and accessible, they are close to the sea and with the exception of Halhjem, 
there is a wide view from the sites. It could well be that in these cases it was felt that rock art 
could only be made in places that were similar to the places chosen by the ancestors. Thus, the 
Stone Age sites structured the location of the Early Bronze Age sites, which in turn structured 
the later sites. 

Above, I have only discussed sites that have certain similarities in terms of location. Other 
rock art sites that do not have this specific location in the landscape and do not have vertical 
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panels may also be interpreted in terms of social memory. There are at least 43 rock art sites in 
the Hardanger area, and all could potentially be expressions of social memory. 

Trøndelag, Central Norway
Trøndelag, Central Norway (Fig. 11) has a large concentration of rock art from both the Stone 
Age and the Bronze Age. A small number of sites include vertical panels, all of which are dated 
to the Stone Age: Bøla, Hammer, Hell, and Stykket. A number of rock painting sites are also 
known; they are always found on vertical panels and their date is not established – they have a 
general Neolithic/Bronze Age date, some may even date to the Iron Age. At Bardal, Homnes 
(Gjessing 1936) and Hammer (Bakka & Gaustad 1975; Bakka 1988) carvings from both the 
Stone Age and the Bronze Age are found on the same panel. The sites have varying locations 
in the landscape, but Stone Age rock art in particular appears to be closely associated with 
water (Bakka 1975; Bakka & Gaustad 1975; Sognnes 1994). However, the appearance of the 
landscape has changed dramatically since the rock art was created, mainly due to land uplift, 
landslides and agriculture. Rock art in Trøndelag is located on outcrops and boulders, between 
approx. 14 and 120 metres above sea level (Sognnes 2001). In the following, I will single out 
and discuss two sites, Bardal and Hammer, in relation to social memory.

Figure 11. Trøndelag. 1=Hammer, 2=Bardal. After Sognnes 2001:10, redrawn by Melanie Wrigglesworth. 

Bardal
The site consists of five panels scattered over a small area, two of which have Stone Age 
carvings. Bardal 1 is located on a large outcrop, forming a dominating feature of the landscape 
(Fig. 12 and 13). Today, the site is located in a relatively flat and open agricultural landscape, 
although when the first carvings were made, this would have been a maritime landscape. The 
site is easily accessible and would have been visible from a large area, especially with a higher 
shoreline. The outcrop is covered by images dated to the Stone Age: a large whale, deer/
elk, birds, anthropomorphs and various geometric designs. A large number of Bronze Age 
carvings (boats, concentric rings, spirals, anthropomorphs, horses, footprints, horse riders) 
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are superimposed on the older images (Gjessing 1936). Some boats may have an Iron Age 
date. The stratigraphy of Bardal 1 is complicated – not only are there images from different 
chronological periods, but images within each period are superimposed (Fig. 13). It is evident 
that this site has been used and reused regularly, and that it must have been a prominent 
feature in the changing landscape and in the minds of people for centuries. 

Figure 12. Bardal 1. Photo: M. Wrigglesworth.

Figure 13. Tracing of part of Bardal 1 (Gjessing 1936 Pl LV)
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Hammer
Seventeen panels have been recorded at Hammer, six of which have Bronze Age and Iron Age 
motifs such as boats and horses. Two panels, Hammer 1 and 9, have carvings from both the 
Stone Age and Bronze Age/Iron Age (Bakka & Gaustad 1975; Bakka 1988). The Bronze Age 
carvings are not superimposed on the older images. The panels are located on outcrops spread 
in a flat and open agricultural landscape. However, this was once a seascape: one of the largest 
panels at Hammer was covered by marine deposits, and the rock is weathered by wave action 
(Bakka 1975). The site is easily accessible, particularly with a higher shoreline, and there would 
have been a good view of the fjord. The places where the rock art is located would have been 
visible from the fjord; although visibility would have changed to some degree as land uplift 
progressed. Hammer 1 is located on a vertical rock face; images of birds and an elk are carved 

Figure 14. Hammer 1. Photo: M. Wrigglesworth. 

Figure 15. Tracing of Hammer 1 (Gjessing 1936, Pl LIV)
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high above ground and boats and horses are carved closer to the ground. An approximate date 
is the Neolithic and Late Bronze Age/Early Iron Age (Bakka & Gaustad 1975; Bakka 1988). 
Hammer 9 has a number of animal depictions as well as one boat. Based on style, the boat may 
be dated to the Early Iron Age. The images are juxtaposed, rather than superimposed. 

The fact that two traditions of making rock art merge at these sites can be seen as an indication 
of a continuity of place. In the case of Bardal in particular, this monumental place would have 
been significant - it would have been hard to miss simply because of its sheer size. There is 
a strong continuity of place at Bardal. The site was repeatedly visited during the Stone Age, 
as the large number of superimposed carvings attest – this place had a strong presence in 
the minds of people for centuries. This continued into the Bronze Age and the Iron Age. In 
fact, the tradition of making rock art at this site may never have stopped; it merely took on a 
different meaning and iconography. Each layer of rock art could have been made by a different 
group as part of a strategy to control the site. By controlling the site and the images imprinted 
in the rock, a group or person(s) could control the forces associated with the site. Carving 
new images on top of existing ones could be an attempt at appropriating the ancestors and the 
past, through which tradition and the order of things could be upheld. Continuity of place is 
also evident at Hammer, where some panels have been used for both Stone Age and Bronze 
Age/Iron Age carvings. There is little superimposition of the older carvings, which could 
perhaps be seen as a mark of respect to the people who made them. Contrary to the situation 
at Bardal, new panels were created near existing, older panels. This place clearly was significant 
for centuries, and returning in order to make new rock art in a different style may have been 
one way of connecting with the past and the ancestors. In this way, cultural identity could be 
created and reinforced. 

Rock art and social memory
The case studies demonstrate parallels as well as differences between the two regions. In 
Hardanger, there is some superimposition and the oldest carvings are placed at the top of the 
panel at a number of sites. The sites that can be dated to the Early Bronze Age appear to have 
the same location in the landscape as the sites from the Stone Age and in the case of Vangdal, 
the Stone Age and Bronze Age panels are found on the same outcrop. Later, new places that 
were similar to older and established places were created. At these sites, memory is preserved 
through a specific location in the landscape and to some extent through the choice of motifs 
– relatively simple boats appear to have been preferred. 

In Trøndelag, identity and memory were expressed in several ways. There is a great deal of 
superimposition at some panels, in particular at Bardal 1, where new images clearly had to be 
carved on top of the existing ones. At Hammer, there were both Stone Age and Bronze Age 
motifs on the same panel, but no superimposition. There are also panels with motifs dated to 
the Bronze Age and Iron Age near the Stone Age panels. At this particular site, the situation 
is reminiscent of that in Hardanger – social memory is preserved through location in the 
landscape. Both case studies indicate that the sites were places that people returned to over a 
long period, in order to make new rock art and to perform rituals.

The sites discussed above demonstrate various practices – perhaps different incorporating 
practices. In both areas, established places were reused: by carving new images on top of older 
ones, by carving new images on the same panels, or by creating new panels near existing ones 
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or in similar locations. The sites were already significant and this could be seen as a way of 
tapping into that significance. Social memory is thus expressed through repeated visits and at 
times superimposition, and through reusing panels at existing sites. 

Rock art was not placed randomly in the landscape, it was located in places that were significant 
to people in the Bronze Age. Some of those locations were at spectacular or dominant features 
in the landscape, as the sites in the case studies demonstrate. The sites discussed above are 
all located in open and accessible places, near water and lines of communication. These sites 
were public, located between the sea and the mountains, in highly visible places. The rituals 
that included making rock carvings may thus have been communal or collective, aimed at 
a large group of people. The rituals could have commemorated specific events in the past, 
creating and upholding group identity. Making rock art near older rock art or imitating the 
properties of earlier sites would have been a means of connecting with the past and legitimising 
social positions within the group. The motifs are simple, particularly in Hardanger, and the 
information they contained could thus have been available to a group sharing the same cultural 
identity and the same past.

Reused sites are part of an incorporating social practice, where social memory is maintained 
through ritual (cf. Connerton 1989). Rock art can be seen as both an inscribing and 
incorporating practice – the monuments are physical representations of the past as well as the 
places where memory was transmitted and upheld. All rock art sites can potentially be seen 
as the physical remains of rituals, where the transmission of social memory through ritual 
performance may have been one element. By reusing sites and creating new sites that are 
similar to the older sites, it would have been possible to share or create a common identity and 
ideology. Reusing a specific site could well be a means of legitimising certain structures in the 
community, confirming cultural identity and social positions. Rock art could thus have been 
part of a cultural construction of memory.
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Summary
The concept of social memory is discussed in relation to rock art sites from the Stone and 
Bronze Ages in two geographical areas: Hardanger, West Norway and Trøndelag, Central 
Norway. Social memory is linked to cultural identity, ritual, monuments and places in the 
landscape, offering a different perspective on rock art. Seven sites in the Hardanger area are 
discussed; they are located near dominating features in the landscape and have similar motifs. 
It is suggested that two Stone Age sites structured the location of the Early Bronze Age sites, 
which in turn structured the location of the Late Bronze Age sites. Two sites in Trøndelag 
where rock art dated to the Stone Age and the Bronze Age is found on the same panels are also 
discussed. Rock art is seen as part of an incorporating social practice, where social memory 
is maintained through ritual. It is suggested that rock art was significant in constructing and 
upholding cultural identity and legitimising social positions, through references to the past. 
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