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Animals and animal depictions in the early
Holocene of Northern Europe
Based on an antler adze with deer depictions

Introduction

Unlike the situation on the Continent during the Up-
per Palaeolithic, depictions of animals are rare during
the Mesolithic. In contrast, there are several examples
that demonstrate the survival of the often ignored geo-
metric depictions that existed at the same time as the
cave paintings on the Continent'.

An object of special interest as far as animal images
in the early Holocene are concerned is a find from
southernmost Sweden now in the Swedish History
Museum in Stockholm, acquired in 1865 (SHM 3437)
(Fig. 1). It is an object made of antler that was found
close to the town of Ystad, in the southern coastal area
of Scania in southernmost Sweden. Unfortunately, the
precise location is not known. Given the local geolo-
gy, antler would not have been well-preserved in dry
conditions; its state of preservation therefore indicates
that it was found in a bog, most probably during peat
cutting, which was intensively practiced in the mid-
19th century.

There are a number of bogs in the area around Ystad.
The most plausible location is the Oja-Herrestad bog
to the east of Ystad. During the early Mesolithic it was
a lake, drained by a river that flowed into the sea a cou-
ple of kilometres further out than today. When the sea
level rose in the late Mesolithic it became a lagoon and
was later transformed into a bog when the sea level fell
again and the lagoon was cut off from the Baltic Sea.

Settlements from the late Mesolithic have been found

1 MITHEN 1996; LEwis-WiLL1AMS 2002.
2 LARSsoN 1991.

Lars Larsson

close to the former shoreline and out on former islands,
and one small site has been excavated’.

The other bogs in the Ystad area are too small to
have been used for more permanent settlement of hun-
ter-gatherers, but they cannot be completely ruled out
as places where a tool such as the one we are conside-
ring could be found. Indeed, a number of antler and
bone artefacts have been found in bogs in southern
Scandinavia without any connection to settlement sites.

The object in question was made from a cast-off
red-deer antler - the rose wreath is still visible. It is in
excellent condition (Fig. 1). The colour is almost the
same as that of a modern antler. There are patches of
darker colouring that were most probably caused by its
preservation in peat. The preservation conditions, or
perhaps the handling of the object when it was found,
may have caused some small round, shallow depressi-
ons on the surface.

The only major damage to the object is a crack run-
ning from the perforation some five centimetres to-
wards the edge. This crack occurred sometime after the
decoration was added.

The decorated adze

The length of the object is 19.8 cm; it has an oval cross-sec-
tion with a maximum width of 5.9 cm, and a hole to hold a
shaft with a maximum diameter of 3 cm. The hole was made
by perforation from both sides and is partly diagonal to the
long axis. The edge is transversal to the perforation. Its shape
indicates that the object must have been used as an adze.

3 LArsson 1986.
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Fig. 1 The perforated adze found near the town of Ystad, in southernmost Sweden (Photo: A. Sjéstrom).

y
U

e,
144

/ll/”l/ll O 3CM

1/

Fig. 2 The decoration on the antler adze (after CLarRk 1975 with additions).
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The edge is rounded and very smooth, without visible
striations or splinters, suggesting that the adze was hea-
vily used on soft material, such as for removing bark from
trees or hoeing soft soil. The wear around the shaft-hole is
further proof of its intensive use.

Most of the surface is nicely polished and it is decora-
ted, which has made the object very well known. For ex-
ample, Professor Grahame Clark, used it as the cover pic-
ture for his book “The Mesolithic Settlement of Northern
Europe”*. The most obvious reason why this object has
attracted so much attention is the portrayal of two ani-
mals. These should be interpreted as deer, most probably
red deer. The entire body and legs of one animal are clear-
ly drawn (Fig. 2), while the other animal is just sketched
in to show the head, the line of the back and parts of the
abdomen.

There are V-shaped marks on both animals’ heads, but
these are not big enough to suggest that they are anything
but an indication of their ears. Next to the head of the sket-
ched animal is a group of diverging lines that could signify
some form of antler crown. But these are very thin lines,
unlike the carved lines of the animal’s body. This could
mean that neither of the deer have antlers and might there-
fore imply that both are females, which do not have ant-
lers. There is an old and widespread tradition in northern
Scandinavia of hunter-gatherer rock art depicting elk with-
out antlers. However, in some cases the “beard” of the male
elk is shown but not the antlers. No typical body markings
indicating the sex of the deer are visible on the adze. Red
deer are relatively rarely depicted on rock carvings and
most of the red deer are portrayed without antlers®. In ac-
cordance with accepted norms or rules, the big forest ani-
mals are mainly depicted without antlers. Red deer shed
their antlers in late winter and new ones are fully grown by
the following autumn.

In addition to the depictions of animals there are rows
of short transverse lines and something resembling a che-
querboard pattern with alternating hatched and empty
rectangles. There are also similar patterns with triangles.
Angles, which may have constituted continuous bands,
also occur. And then there are other lines that do not seem
to belong together (Fig.2). The decoration on the adze
was executed with variations in the depth and width of
the incised lines. For example, the chequerboard and an-

gular motifs consist of deeply incised lines while the ani-

4 CLARK 1936.
5 LepoeEn/MANDT 2012.

Fig.3 The edge of the adze with heavy wear from use and the
depiction of a deer (Photo: A. Sjéstrom).

mals were drawn with thin and shallow lines. On the other
hand, both the chequerboard motifs and the animal car-
vings appear to be of the same age since the head of one of
the animals has a filling of parallel lines executed in a way

that resembles the filled rectangles.

Decoration in at least two stages

Traces of wear on the edge show that the adze was used
intensively (Fig. 3). The wear on the surface of the rose
wreath on the neck of the adze indicates that it was proba-
bly used for a considerable length of time (Fig. 1). Howe-
ver, deliberate polishing of some of the decoration cannot
be excluded.

The carving seems to have been done carelessly, with
no need for accuracy. Not all the carving was done at the
same time, as is clear from the way the different elements
overlap each other in some cases. Careful scrutiny of the
carving allows at least two different carving stages to be
distinguished (Fig. 4). In the first stage, transverse lines
and a presumed angle band (Fig. 5) were executed, while
the deer and the chequerboard and triangular patterns
were added at a later stage (Fig. 6). Some time passed,
perhaps quite a long time, between the two stages, as in-
dicated by the fact that the parts carved during the first
stage are badly worn whereas the later additions are in-
tact. The adze thus appears to have ended up in a wetland
context shortly after it was decorated a second time.

As regards the publication of the carving, there are
a number of differences in the various versions. The ol-
dest illustration, in Montelius’ publication, is the most
detailed but lacks most of the older, heavily weathered
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Fig. 4 At least two stages of decoration have been identified. Early decoration (red lines) and late decoration (black lines) (after

CLARK 1975 with additions).

lines®. The illustration used by Clark lacks some of the
motifs, such as a figure shaped like a broom between
the animal heads and a cross motif under the abdomen
of the sketched animal’. Nash indicates that there may
have been a third deer in the carving, but nothing of
the kind can be discerned®.

Another aspect that has not received attention pre-
viously is the distribution of polish. An area - broa-
dest (3cm) just below the shaft-hole and gradually
narrowing almost down to the edge - remained unpo-
lished and the rough surface of the antler is still visible

(Fig. 7). The contrast between polished and unpolis-

6 MoNTELIUS 1917, 42.
7 CLark 1975, 153.
8 NasH 1998, 26.

hed areas should also be seen as a kind of ornamen-
tation, probably with a symbolic meaning. In order to
mark the unpolished area, small lines perpendicular to
the length axis were incised on one of the edges of the
unpolished area.

Most of the decoration would only have been visi-
ble at close range. The intention might have been that
no one but the owner or user of the object could ob-
serve the decoration. There are examples of decorati-
on on Mesolithic antler artefacts having been rubbed
with resin or coloured black with a charcoal mixture to
emphasise the decoration more clearly®. However, there is
no trace of any such marking on the object under con-
sideration here.

9 MALMER/MAGNUSSON 1955.
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Fig. 5 Earlier carving with weathered line and transverse lines
(Photo: A. Sjéstrom).

Fig.7 Area without removal of the original surface, with an
edge marked by short lines (Photo: A. Sjostrom).

Geometric motifs have been found on several other ob-
jects made of bone and antler during the Mesolithic’. In
certain cases, their execution is highly regular, but just as
often we find the same seemingly careless depiction as on
the adze from Ystad. The extent of the decoration can vary
from all over the surface to just limited areas. There can
also be variation in the size of the polished surface bearing
the decoration. A small number of objects were decorated

in two or more stages'.

10 NasH 1998; Pronka 2003.
11 Pronka 2003, Fig. 147.

Animal depictions on objects made of
antler, bone and amber

A considerable number of hafted antler objects with de-
coration have been found in southern Scandinavia and
northern continental Europe'. However, zoomorphic and
anthropomorphic representations are few.

Animals are rarely depicted on objects made of antler.
Only one object depicts a quadruped. This is a tool with a
shaft-hole from Amosen in Zealand®. Unfortunately, the
part of the object with the depiction is fragmented. Here, a
four-legged animal is drawn with almost zigzag hatching
(Fig. 8). Immediately below the animal are parts of what
must be a human being, seemingly in the adorant posture. If
the depictions of the animal and the human were intended
to be on the same scale, the animal could be a roe deer. The
surface of the object is decorated with zigzag motifs. On a
perforated antler shaft from Szczecin-Grabowo, in north-
west Poland, there is a depiction that is more like a deer than
anything else (Fig. 9).

In some cases, objects with shaft holes were shaped to
look like an animal’s head, usually an elk, with the shaft-hole
corresponding to an eye'* (Fig. 10). Another item that seems
to depict an animal is a flat object that was found on the head
of a man buried in a sitting position in Grave 14 in the late
Mesolithic cemetery of Skateholm II in southernmost Swe-
den®. The top of this object, which was probably a form of
hairpin, is shaped rather like the head of an animal with the
hole marking an eye (Fig. 11).

A small number of objects bear depictions of fish. A frag-
mented object made of antler, with a shaft-hole, was found
in Sjoholmen in central Scania: it is decorated with a number
of parallel bands amongst other motifs. In the preserved part
between the antler stem and a tine, a hatched motif might be
classified as a fish, perhaps a pike'® (Fig. 12). There is a similar
depiction of a fish on a small sandstone plate from a small
bog site, Agerdd I: D, dating to the late Maglemose culture?. A
similar shape can be distinguished among the ornaments on

the cortex of a flint core from Holmegard V, Zealand'®.

12 NasH 1998; Pronka 2003.
13 BrINCH PETERSEN 1982.
14 KaBacinski et al. 2011.

15 LaRssoN 1984.

16 Larsson 1978b.

17 LarssonN 1978a.

18 FISCHER 1975.
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Fig. 8 Object with a shaft-hole, from Amosen in Zealand, with a four-legged animal and fragments of a human-like figure (after

Pronka 2003, Fig. 18).

Fig. 9 An animal depicted on an object with a shaft-hole, from
Szczecin-Grabowo in north-western Poland (after Pronka
2003, Fig. 15:3-4).

Fig. 10 An antler object with a shaft-hole; the upper part shaped
like the head of an animal (after KaBacinski et al. 2011, Fig. 6).

Fig. 11 An object made of bone, probably a hairpin; the upper
part resembling an animal head. From Grave X, Skateholm II,
southern Scania (Drawing: E. Koch).

The question is whether some of the motifs carved on
decorated antler objects might be more or less abstract depic-
tions of animals. The motif on the Sjcholmen object is partly
hidden among the other decoration.

Mammals occur as figures carved out of amber. They have
usually been interpreted as bears. Unfortunately, they are all
stray finds, which makes their dating rather uncertain. On one
of these, from Resen in Jutland, there is a decoration of the
kind found on Mesolithic objects. A number of animals,
classified as bears, elks and a bird, have been regarded
as Mesolithic. An amber head, from Egemarke in Zea-
land, displays considerable similarities to an elk, with
the “beard” seen on male animals as mentioned above
(Fig. 13). The whole object is decorated with zigzags.
Similar decoration is evident on an amber elk from a
settlement site at Weitsche in northern Germany, from
a late phase of the Late Palaeolithic!*. The amber ani-
mals resemble the many animal figures, both portable
and depicted on cave walls, dating to the Upper Palaeo-
lithic. The tradition arrived with early immigrants to
Scandinavia, who settled in an area where amber ought

to have been easy to obtain after the melting of the ice.

19 KaBacinski et al. 2011; VIEL et al. 2012; VANG PETERSEN 2015.
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Fig. 12 A decorated object with a shaft-hole, from Sjéholmen in central Scania. In the part between the antler stem and a tine, a
hatched motif that could perhaps be classified as a fish (marked with a V) (after LArsson 1978b, Fig. 30).
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Fig. 13 An animal head, most probably a male elk, made of
amber, from Egemarke in Zealand (after KaBacinski et al. 2011,
Fig. 11).

At the beginning of the Mesolithic this form of animal
depiction seems to have disappeared completely.
Anthropomorphic depictions are not frequent but
they do occur more often than zoomorphic images. An
example is the one from Amosen that also has the de-
piction of an animal. Better known is the “Mesolithic
family” drawn on an aurochs bone from Ryemarksgard
in Denmark. The anthropomorphic images vary consi-

derably in form and decoration technique®.

Animal-human relationships

The deer figures on the Ystad adze show certain simila-
rities to the numerous carvings of deer, elk and reindeer
found in northern Scandinavia?'. Some of these may also
be of the same age as the Ystad adze. Just as with art as it
is still practised today, images had symbolic features. The
schematic rendering of the deer may have been entirely
deliberate. In the world of ideas where they were formed,
there were strong elements of shamanism, with beliefs
involving close contacts between humans and their sur-
roundings. Via trance, certain persons were supposed to
take on animal form both factually and mentally?2. The di-
viding lines between human and animal become blurred,
as in the carvings. In several places in northern Europe
skull roofs have been found, with antlers that may have
been part of a shaman’s equipment?. The place of deer

antlers in rituals and ceremonies is also evident from the

20 NasH 1998, 158.

21 HEeLskoG 1988.

22 FuGLESTVEDT 2010; HARVEY/WALLIs 2016.
23 CLARK 1954; Street 1989.
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Fig. 14 Grave XI, Skateholm II, southern Scania. A number
of antler stems are placed on the legs of a young male (Photo:
L. Larsson).

way they were deposited in a roughly 7,000-year-old grave
in Skateholm?* (Fig. 14). The red deer can be regarded as
the chief of the animals in the late Mesolithic forest, with
which mental links were established to gain access to other
resources of the forest. Red deer antlers can also be percei-
ved as a symbol of rebirth since they grow again each year,
and as a fertility symbol since they are the clearest gender
marker of the male.

The other motifs are even more difficult to interpret. The
fact that they occur on several carved objects indicates that
their meaning was well known during the Mesolithic. It has
been suggested that they may depict nets which were used
not only to catch fish and birds but also big game. Nash writes
that the chequerboard pattern and its similarity to the filling

24 LARssON 1984.
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of one of the animal heads suggests a deliberate attempt to
conceal the earlier animal images. It is clear that the patterns
are carved to different depths, but no difference in wear be-
tween the animals and the chequerboard pattern can be dis-
cerned, so they must have been made with little difference in
time®.

In recent years, the discussion of hunting magic in hun-
ter societies has been toned down. If we make comparisons
with the beliefs found among hunter societies that still exist,
or existed until recently, we see that magic is combined
with hunting, but it is an integral part of a much more com-
plex system of ideas. Could it be that hunting red deer was
primarily significant for the ranking of men - that the pro-
curement of food was less important?®? Perhaps one can see
a parallel in today’s elk hunting in northern Sweden with its
noticeable impact on social life? Representatives of different
institutions — church, municipality, business and school -
take part in elk hunts.

It is particularly interesting that there are traces of wear on
the decoration of the Ystad adze. They can hardly have been
caused by use, because use wear occurs on the working edge.
Perhaps it passed through many hands in an exchange system?
The choice of motifs and the shape suggest that, like other ob-
jects, it belongs to a decorative idiom that was accepted by one
or more tribes in, for example, Scania and Zealand. There was
asocial structure in which certain rules and norms were shared.
Carved objects may have functioned as a link in the exchange
of objects that were significant for ceremonies?. The role of the
object as a functioning implement may have been subordinate
to its function as a cult object that was passed from one soci-
ety to another in order to maintain and deepen the cohesion
among the bands of settlers along the coasts of Scania and Zea-
land. Its intact state suggests that the adze was finally deposited
in a wetland context as a ritual deposition.

The date of the antler adze

Like a significant number of other decorated objects made of
antler and bone, the adze from Ystad is a find that cannot be
associated with any occupation layer. But there are objects
found in secure settlement contexts that provide a chrono-
logical foundation. Unfortunately, these provide uncertain

guidance for the dating of this particular object. It has been

25 NasH 1998, 26.
26 MITHEN 1990.
27 NasH 1998.

dated by scholars to an early phase of the Late Mesolithic?,
but it also has patterns that were carved on objects from later
in the Mesolithic. A sample was therefore taken for radio-
metric dating and the result was 6555 * 45 BP (LuS 11469),
5545- 5475 cal. BC (1 sigma) and 5620 BC-5465 cal. BC (2
sigma). This means that the object can be dated to the later
part of the Mesolithic, to the transition between the Konge-
mose culture and the Ertebelle culture. This must be consi-
dered a rather late date for an object of this kind.

Conclusions

The adze made of antler from the vicinity of Ystad, in
southernmost Sweden, has proved to be interesting for se-
veral reasons. The depiction of two deer makes the adze
unique as there are so few animal carvings on objects made
of bone and antler from the Mesolithic in northern Europe.
The fact that there is further decoration with geometric mo-
tifs that can be determined as having been carved on two
separate occasions means that the object was probably used
for a considerable length of time, and was perhaps handled
by several people from different groups in southernmost
Scandinavia. It is extremely unusual to be able to distin-
guish such clear differences in the time of carving. The fact
that there is an unworked area between the polished and
the carved areas of the surface also makes the object special.
This Late Mesolithic object thereby displays several distinc-
tive features, which illuminate in different ways the relation

between object, subject and society.

Professor Torsten Capelle was an old friend of mine
who had close connections with the Department of Archae-
ology in Lund. He often visited us during his stays at the
cottage outside Landskrona in southern Sweden. In some
cases, it was just for a chat but often it was in order to present
ideas about the research that was of current interest to him.
He especially enjoyed discussions with Ph.D. students who
regarded him not as an international authority but as a scho-
lar testing new ideas.

My theme is not in line with what Professor Capelle
used to study. However, he was a scholar with many inte-
rests, and during our meetings we used to discuss aspects
of prehistory that could be far from his ordinary view of re-
search. It would not have surprised me one bit if he had
provided some new ideas about the topic I have presented.

28 Pronka 2003.



72

Bibliography

BRINCH PETERSEN 1982

E. Brinch Petersen, Jeegare og bytte, et 8-9000 &r gammel
billed fra Amosen. Museet for Holbek og Omegn 1981,
47-54.

CLARK 1936
G. Clark, The Mesolithic settlement of Northern Europe
(Cambridge 1936).

CLARK 1954
G. Clarke, Excavations at Star Carr: An Early Mesolithic Site
at Seamer Near Scarborough. Yorkshire (Cambridge 1954).

CLARK 1975
G. Clarke, The earlier Stone Age settlement of Scandinavia
(Cambridge 1975).

FiscHER 1975

A. Fischer, An ornamented flint-core from Holmegard V,
Zealand, Denmark. Notes on Mesolithic ornamentation and
flint-knapping. Acta Archaeologica 1974, 155-168.

FuGLEsTVEDT 2010

I. Fuglestvedt, Animals, Churingas, and Rock Art in Late
Mesolithic Northern Scandinavia. In: J. Goldhahn/I. Fugles-
vedt/A. Jones (eds.), Changing Pictures: Rock Art Traditions
and Visions in Northern Europe (Oxford 2010) 23-34.

HarvEY/WALLIS 2016
G. Harvey/R. J. Wallis, Historical Dictionary of Shamanism
(Lanham 2016).

HEeLskoG 1988
K. Helskog, Helleristningene i Alta. Spor etter ritualer og
dagligliv i Finnmarks forhistorie (Alta 1988).

KaBACINSKI et al. 2011

J. Kabacinski/S. Hartz/T. Terberger, Elks in the early Stone
Age art of the northern Lowlands. Praehistorische Zeit-
schrift 86, 151-164.

LarssoN 1978a

L. Larsson, Agerdd I:B - ID. A Study of Early Atlantic Sett-
lement in Scania. Acta Archaeologica Lundensia 4:12 (Lund
1978).

LArssoN 1978b

L. Larsson, Mesolithic Antler and Bone Artefacts from Cen-
tral Scania. Papers of the Archaeological Institute University
of Lund 1977-1978, 28-67.

Lars Larsson

Larsson 1984

L. Larsson, The Skateholm Project. A Late Mesolithic Sett-
lement and Cemetery Complex at a South Swedish Bay.
Papers of the Archaeological Institute University of Lund
1983-1984, 5-38.

Larsson 1991

L. Larsson, Settlement and society. The Late Mesolithic
landscape. In: B. B. Berglund (ed.), The cultural landscape
during 6000 years in southern Sweden - the Ystad project.
Ecological Bulletins No. 41. Copenhagen, 65-68.

LARssON 1986

M. Larsson, Bredasten — An Early Ertebglle Site with a Dwel-
ling Structure in South Scania. Papers of the Archaeological
Institute University of Lund 1985-1986, 25-49.

Lewis-WiLLiams 2002
D. Lewis-Williams, The Mind in the Cave: Consciousness
and the Origins of Art (London 2002).

LopoEN/MANDT 2012

T. Lodgen/G. Mandt, Vingen. Et naturens kolossalmuseum
for helleristninger. Instituttet for sammenlignende kultur-
forskning. Serie B: Skrifter Vol. CXLVI (Bergen 2012).

MALMER/MAGNUSSON 1955

M. P. Malmer/E. Magnusson, Mesolithische Hartzornamentik.
Ein Fund aus dem Lyby-Moor, Schonen. Meddelanden fran
Lunds universitets historiska museum 1954-1955, 81-104.

MITHEN 1990
S.J. Mithen, Thoughtful foragers: a study of prehistoric deci-
sion making (Cambridge 1990).

MITHEN 1996
S.J.Mithen, The prehistory of the mind: a search for the ori-
gins of art, religion, and science (London 1996).

MoNTELIUS 1917
O. Montelius, Minnen frén var forntid (Stockholm 1917).

Nasu 1998

G. Nash, Exchange, Status and Mobility. Mesolithic portab-
le art of southern Scandinavia. BAR International Series 710
(Oxford 1998).

Pronka 2003
T. Plonka, The Portable Art of Mesolithic Europe (Wroclaw
2003).



Animals and animal depictions in the early Holocene of Northern Europe 73

STREET 1989
M. Street, Jager und Schamanen. Bedburg-Kénigshoven: ein
Wohnplatz am Niederrhein vor 10000 Jahren (Mainz 1989).

VANG PETERSEN 2015
P. Vang Petersen, Amber pendants, bears and elks. Die Kun-
de N. F. 64, 2013, 219-237.

Lars Larsson

Department of Archaeology and Ancient History
LUX, Lund University

Box 192

SE-221 00 Lund

lars.larsson@ark.lu.se

VEIL et al. 2012

S. Veil/K. Breest/P. Grootes/M-J. Nadeau/M. Hiils, A 14 000-
year-old amber elk and the origins of northern European art.
Antiquity 96, 2012, 660—673.






